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Introduction
The accounts collected here span forty years of coastal life in and around
Hesswick. They have been assembled from personal testimony, institutional
records, logbooks, correspondence, and material whose status remains
uncertain. Dates and locations have been retained where the surviving
record permits. Some accounts contradict one another. Several official
records classify similar incidents differently. No attempt has been made to
reconcile those differences.
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The Ball

Part One: The Slope

The ball went into the gorse at the bottom of the garden and Rex went in
after it.

His father had said Rex was getting old. Will had said he was not. He had
thrown the ball harder after that, and too high. It cleared the low stone wall
at the garden's end, dropped into the slope beyond, and he heard it knock
twice against something hard and then nothing. Rex was already moving,
scrambling over the wall before the second knock, disappearing into the
yellow-green tangle of gorse and bracken that ran down to where the ground
levelled and the fog began.

Will waited. He picked up a stick and ran it along the fence palings. Two
pigeons on the ash tree moved off without hurrying.
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Then Rex made a sound.

Rex gave a high, sustained whine, the sound he made at the vet when
someone he trusted had just done something that confused him. He rarely
barked. Will dropped the stick and went to the wall.

The slope below was steep enough that Rex had planted all four feet
sideways, braced against the angle, and was staring down at the flat ground
below. The ball had rolled to the edge of the fog. It sat there in the grass,
orange, visible, three feet from where the green began. Around it the fog had
thinned slightly, making the orange brighter than the light justified. Rex
turned when he heard Will and whined again and then turned back.

"Go on," Will said. "Get it."

Rex turned a tight circle. He put one front paw down the slope and
stopped.

"Rex. Ball."

The dog descended two steps sideways, stopped again. His ears were
down. His tail was not moving. He stared at the fog with his head lowered
and his weight held back, the same posture he used beside the open
bathroom drain.

"Rex."

The dog went. Stiff-legged, picking his way down the slope with the
exaggerated care of an animal doing something it had decided was wrong.
Will watched him reach the level ground and walk toward the ball in a wide
semicircle, approaching from the side, not the front. He stopped two feet
from it. He stretched his neck forward and sniffed the air above it without
touching it.

Then he picked it up and carried it back.

He did not come straight up the slope. He angled away from the fog first,
putting distance between himself and the green before he climbed. He
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dropped the ball at Will's feet without being told and stood with his head
down, not panting.

Will picked up the ball. It was damp. He wiped it on his jeans.

"Good boy."

Rex walked past him toward the house.

Part Two: The Answer

That night Will woke to the sound of claws on the kitchen floor.

He lay still and listened. Back and forth, four steps each way, the clicking
stop and turn and click again. Rex had a bed in the kitchen. He used it most
nights. The walking was new.

Will looked at the time. It was past three. His parents' room was quiet.

He went down.

Rex was at the door to the back garden, turning, returning, turning. His
nails on the flagstones were very loud in the quiet. He did not look at Will
when he came in. He pressed his nose to the gap under the door, head tilted,
and held it there, listening to something on the other side.

"What's the matter."

Rex turned to the door.

"You need to go out?"

Rex scratched once at the base of the door and stopped, as if the sound
itself had been the point.

Will unlatched it. He only meant to open it a crack. Rex went through it
at speed, low to the ground, and was across the garden before Will had the
door fully open. Will stood in the doorway. The garden was still. The sky
had a green cast that it sometimes had on clear nights when the fog was thick
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at the coast: a faint luminescence coming off nothing, reflected off nothing
visible, simply present in the air.

"Rex."

No response.

He called again, not loud, not wanting to wake his parents. The garden
was empty. Beyond the low stone wall the slope was dark.

Then the ball came across the grass.

It did not roll fast. It rolled steadily across the flat garden. It crossed from
the wall to where Will was standing and touched his foot and stopped.

Will picked it up. It was wet. Colder than the night air should have made
it.

He had thrown it too hard. Rex had only gone in because Will had made
him go.

He looked at the wall. He looked at the slope beyond it, which was dark
and still. He looked at the fog lying out at the bottom where the ground
levelled, green even at this distance, faint and certain.

He stepped forward.

Part Three: The Green

The slope was steeper in the dark. He went down sideways in Rex's tracks,
watching his feet on the slick grass. He kept his eyes down and when he
looked up he was already at the bottom, already close to the flat ground, and
the fog was nearer than he had expected.

Rex was at the edge of it. Standing still, facing in.

"Come here," Will said. He kept his voice low.

Rex did not move. His ears were forward. His tail was low.
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"Rex. Come."

The dog walked into the fog.

Will stood at the edge. The green was not bright up close. It was old glass
and water over copper. It did not glow. It made the darkness beside it
darker. He could see Rex for a moment, a moving shape, and then he could
not.

He could hear him. Ahead and to the left, paws on wet ground. Then
further left, and further, until the sound was behind him. Then directly in
front again.

Will called once more. His call came back flatter and thinner than he had
sent it.

He took a step forward.

The cold came first, then the smell: mineral, deep, the smell of
somewhere far below the surface of things. Then the green was all around
him and he could see nothing but green, nothing but the faint sourceless
light that was the same in every direction and gave no information about
distance or edge or which way was back.

He could hear Rex. Somewhere. Here and then not here.

Something orange moved across the green ahead of him. The ball, rolling
slowly from left to right. Then Rex stepped out of the fog with the same ball
in his mouth, waiting. His tail moved once.

Will stepped toward him.
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Part Four: The Record

They found him in the stream at the bottom of the valley, face down in
eight inches of water. He had walked perhaps three hundred metres from
the garden in a direction that led away from the path and toward the steep
drop where the stream cut back under the bank. The coroner recorded it as
accidental. Dark. Unfamiliar ground. A child.

Rex was in the garden when the police arrived. He was sitting by the back
door. There was mud on his paws, but no water. He did not come when
they called him. He did not go to Will's parents. He sat there through the
morning, eyes fixed on the garden.

His father told the constable that Will had always wandered. He said it
twice, the second time before he was asked to repeat it.

The ball was on the kitchen table.

It was wet.

End
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Once You Know the Way

Part One: The Light

The clock at the coal merchant's showed quarter past five and Della knew
she was already in trouble.

She had told her mother four o'clock. She had meant four o'clock. The
afternoon had simply gone somewhere else while she and Owen were
building the navigation system out of sticks and string in the waste ground
behind the mill, and now the light was going fast and the fog was coming in
off the coast and she could feel the particular dread that arrived whenever
she was late and her mother had time to think.

Owen was already packing up his things, stuffing the notebook and the
compass and the string into his jacket pockets with the quick efficiency of
someone accustomed to managing a situation before it could manage him.
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He was eleven, same as Della, but he moved through urgency differently.
She ran at problems. He absorbed them.

"The long way will take forty minutes," Della said.

"I know."

"We could be home in fifteen if we cut through the lower path."

Owen said nothing to this. He pulled his jacket zip to his chin.

"The fog's not always on the lower path," Della said. "Sometimes it
clears."

"My mum says stay on the road."

"My dad says it too," Owen said.

"Your dad says everything."

"Not about this."

"My mum says the same thing." She looked at the coal merchant's clock.
"Forty minutes, though."

Owen looked at the lane that ran down toward the estuary, where the fog
pressed against the hedge line in slow green formations. Then he looked at
the road that looped inland past the school and the petrol station and the
shut-down post office.

"You go the road way," he said.

"Together's faster."

"You go the road way," he said again, without any particular force, and
picked up his bag.

She watched him stop at the lane entrance, check the green bank against
the hedge, and tighten his bag strap before going on. Then he went in.

"Owen."

He didn't turn around.
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"Owen, you'll get in trouble."

The fog closed around him, green and soft. The lane was empty. She
stood there with the coal merchant's clock ticking at the edge of her hearing.

Then she went the long way.

Part Two: After

She was late enough that her mother met her at the door with a specific
expression on her face, the one that meant Della would hear about it
through dinner and possibly through breakfast. She heard about it. She ate
her tea and nodded in the right places and thought about Owen's back
going into the fog.

She was at school before him the next morning. She sat in the third row
and watched the door.

He came in at the bell, jacket damp at the shoulders, and sat down one
seat across from her. He set his bag down without looking at it. He looked at
the board with the fixed attention he usually gave his compass when
checking a bearing.

She waited until the register.

"How was it?" she said, low, while Mr. Hadley was reading surnames.

"Fine."

"The fog."

"I said fine." He said it without looking at her, staring at the board at the
front of the room.

"Were you in it long?"

A pause. "Not long."

"What was it like?"
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He turned to look at her then, and she couldn't say afterward exactly
what his expression was, an expression she hadn't seen on him before, quiet
and already settled, like something decided somewhere she hadn't been.

"There's a way through," he said. "Once you know the way, it's nothing."

"How do you know the way?"

He turned back to the board. "You just do."

Mr. Hadley read his name and Owen said

yes

and that was the end of it.

Part Three: The Arguments

That afternoon Owen waited for her at the school gate.

"I'm going the short way," he said. "Come if you want."

She didn't go. She told him about her mother's expression and the thing
about dinner and breakfast, and he nodded once, and then he went and she
went the long way and that was that.

He waited for her the next afternoon too.

"It's the fastest route in the area," he said. "Even counting the road. Even
in good weather."

"You've timed it?"

"Twelve minutes door to door." Something moved in his face. "There's a
section by the drainage ditch where the fog parts. You can see the whole
coast from there. The boats. The light on the water."

She thought about the boats and the light on the water. She had not been
to the coast since August.

"Another time," she said.
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She went the long way. He went the short way. At school the next
morning he was already at his desk when she arrived, jacket dry, hands
folded, watching the door.

The following week he tried a different approach.

"The cold doesn't reach you in it," he said. "I know that sounds wrong.
But it's warmer. Like being inside."

"Inside what."

He considered this. "A building. One of those old ones where the walls
are a metre thick."

"Fog isn't walls."

"No," he said. He looked at his hands. "But it's similar."

She told him she'd think about it, which was true in the limited way most
things she said to Owen were true. She thought about it for approximately
four minutes on the walk home, which took thirty-eight minutes, and then
she thought about something else.

He waited for her the next afternoon and the one after. Each time
something new. There was the story about the fox that had stood perfectly
still in the middle of the path and let him walk past at arm's length. There
was the one about the old stone building, not on any map he'd ever seen,
visible through the fog for just a moment before it disappeared into the
green. He said he had looked it up in the school library atlas that same
evening. It was not there. He said he had expected that. He had a particular
way of telling it now, calm and factual, the voice of someone reporting
conditions rather than recommending an experience.

She noticed that he stopped asking what she thought. He stated things.
He waited a beat after each one, watching her face rather than her mouth.
He tried again the next day with something different.

She noticed, too, that he no longer mentioned getting home on time.
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His jacket was always dry in the mornings. His boots never left wet marks
under his desk.

Part Four: The Break

It was a Thursday in November when he didn't wait at the gate.

She stood there for a few minutes, thinking perhaps he'd gone ahead.
Then she saw him across the road, by the coal merchant's, talking to a girl
from the year below. Year Four. Della didn't know her name. Red coat, dark
plait. The girl listened with her chin up and both hands deep in her coat
pockets.

Owen saw Della looking. He didn't wave.

She went home the long way. Thirty-eight minutes. The evening was
cold and she walked fast and didn't think about the lane.

At school the next morning he sat in his usual seat and she sat in hers and
he said nothing and she said nothing and Mr. Hadley taught them long
division and the morning went past in its ordinary way.

At lunch he sat across from her and looked at her for a moment before he
said anything.

"You never want to come," he said. "I've asked you twelve times."

"I know."

"There's nothing wrong with it. I've been every day for three weeks."

"I know."

"Then what's the problem?"

She thought about how to say it. She thought about the fox that stood
still, and the building that wasn't on any map, and the warmth like thick
walls. She thought about the voice he used now, the reporting voice, the
conditions voice.
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"You've changed," she said.

He looked at her, hands still on his tray, his jaw loose rather than set.

"People change," he said. "That's just what happens."

He picked up his tray and moved to the other end of the table.

She ate her lunch. She looked at the window, at the grey November sky,
at the playing field beyond the glass where the younger children were
running in circles and shouting at each other, the ordinary shout of children
who had somewhere to be and someone waiting.

She thought about the girl in the red coat.

Part Five: The Choice

He found her at the gate again the next afternoon. She hadn't expected that.

He stood in front of her and he looked the same as he always looked,
jacket and bag and the particular quality of stillness he'd always had, except
that now the stillness felt different. Settled differently. Like something that
had been adjusted to fit.

"I don't want to be friends anymore if you won't come," he said. "It's just
how it is. I can't keep explaining."

She looked at him.

"I've shown you the way," he said. "I've told you what it's like. You don't
believe me. That's fine. But I need friends who'll actually come."

"You found a new one," she said. "The girl in the red coat."

He didn't say anything.

"Is she going today?"
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Still nothing. He looked at the coal merchant's clock and then at the lane
and then back at her. His eyes were the same eyes they'd always been, she
was sure of that, she was almost sure of that.

"Are you coming?" he said.

She didn't answer.

He went.

She stood at the gate and watched him go into the lane. The fog took him
without resistance. She waited until she couldn't see him anymore, and then
a little longer.

She went.

She got three steps into the lane before she stopped.

The fog was at her shins and it was warmer than the air above it, warmer
than November had any reason to be, and it moved in slow currents around
her boots and she stood in it and felt its weight. When she stopped, it did
not rise. It waited. She thought about Owen at the gate that first afternoon,
the set of his shoulders before he went in.

She thought about his father.

She thought about the girl in the red coat.

She turned around and went home the long way. It took thirty-eight
minutes and she was late and her mother had the expression on her face and
she heard about it through dinner and into the early evening and she sat
there and nodded in the right places and kept her feet still under the chair.

Part Six: The Afterwards

Owen was not at school on Monday.

He was not there on Tuesday or Wednesday. By Thursday Mr. Hadley
said his name once in the register and then did not say it again.
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Nobody said anything, exactly. There was the thing Clara heard her
mother say in the kitchen and repeated once in the cloakroom before
someone told her not to. There was the way the woman at the post office
did not look at anyone directly for two weeks, and there was the man who
came from somewhere official and sat in the headmaster's office for an
afternoon and then drove away. There was Owen's father at the school gate
once, standing outside it, not coming in, standing there long enough that
the caretaker went and spoke to him and he left. He had Owen's compass in
one hand. Della saw that he was holding it shut, as if he did not want it to
point.

His name didn't come up as it would have if he'd moved, or been ill. It
came up only in the tone people use when there is nothing left to say about
where someone has gone.

Della went home the long way every day. She did not look at the lane. She
went past it fast, looking at the pavement, and she did not count the
minutes, and she did not think about warmth like thick walls or a fox
standing still in the fog or a building not on any map.

The sticks and string stayed behind the mill until rain took them apart.

She did not think about the girl in the red coat for a long time. The girl in
the red coat was still at school. Some afternoons, Della saw her by the coal
merchant's, talking to someone smaller. The red coat was buttoned wrong,
one button too high, and the girl did not seem to notice. Once Della crossed
close enough to hear her.

"Once you know the way," the girl said, "it's nothing."
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Part Seven: Spring

In March a new family moved to the road below the school. The girl was in
Della's year, brown hair, quiet, the watchful quiet of someone who had
been somewhere else and was still measuring this place against the one
they'd left.

Her name was Petra.

They ate lunch together twice before they were friends, which was quick,
but Della had always made friends quickly when she chose to. By the second
week of March they walked home together as far as the junction, where
Petra went left and Della went right.

One afternoon Petra stopped at the junction and looked down the hill
toward the estuary.

"What's the lane?" she said.

Della looked at it. The fog was low today, pressed against the hedge,
green in the afternoon light.

"Short cut," Della said.

"Does it go through the fog?"

"Sometimes. It depends."

Petra looked at it for a moment too long.

Della recognised the length of that look.

"No," Della said. Then she said: "I know a better one, actually. There's a
path by the school wall that cuts ten minutes off the long way round. Want
to see?"

Petra looked at the lane once more.

"Sure," she said, and turned away from it.
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Della showed her the path. It cut along the back of the playing field and
came out by the petrol station and it saved seven minutes, not ten, but it was
something. It was a real path. It was on the map.

She walked home through the ordinary air and the March cold and she
did not turn around.

End
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HESSWICK COASTAL
AUTHORITY COASTAL

CONDITIONS ADVISORY
Ref: HCA/ADV/0047 Issued: 14 October

This advisory is issued to all registered vessel operators, coastal path users,
and harbour-adjacent residents within the Hesswick Basin and associated
inlets.

Coastal Fog: Amended Classification

Following review of incident data from the preceding eighteen months,
the Authority has updated its classification of the coastal fog phenomenon
affecting the Hesswick Basin, Dunmore estuary, and coastal approaches to
Redwick, Porthmere, and Crale.

The fog is no longer classified as

Type II Coastal Advection Fog . It has been reclassified as

Unclassified Atmospheric Phenomenon (Coastal)

pending further assessment.

Operational guidance remains unchanged:

* Vessels should not enter fog below the established visibility threshold of
50m without active navigation equipment.

* Coastal path users are advised to remain on designated routes during
fog events.

* Children under 16 should not use coastal paths unaccompanied during
fog events.
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* All incidents occurring within or adjacent to fog should be reported to
the Authority within 48 hours.

The Authority acknowledges receipt of thirty-one incident reports in the
current year. Eleven remain under active review. Fourteen are classified as
resolved. Six have been referred to the relevant constabulary. These totals
should not be read as mutually consistent: two referred cases are also
recorded as resolved in the current register.

The Authority has not established a direct causal relationship between
the phenomenon and reported harm. A revised advisory will be issued
should the classification change.

Issued by:

Administration, Hesswick Coastal Authority

Distribution:

All registered operators. Harbour offices Redwick, Porthmere, Crale,
Dunmore, Mossbank.

This advisory supersedes HCA/ADV/0031 (March, previous year).

End
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The Tender

Part One: The Line

The pump had been Owen Caffrey's idea, and the pump had broken on the
third day.

It sat now on the quay wall in three pieces, a rusted Briggs & Stratton
that someone had kept going with epoxy resin and optimism for longer than
a machine deserved. Caffrey had bought it from a man in Redmere who
swore it was sound. The man in Redmere was no longer answering his door.
These things happened.

His nephew Denny was watching the fog from the harbour steps. He was
seventeen and useful with rope but not with silence, and he had been too
quiet since breakfast.

"You don't have to come down to the water," Caffrey said.
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"I know."

"Go home if you'd rather."

"I'd rather watch the line."

Caffrey looked at him. Denny had his father's jaw and his mother's eyes.
His father had been the one whose coat came back from the fog. His mother
had not gone near the lower harbour since. He picked up the helmet and
began threading the inspection seals. The rubber was old but it held. He had
tested every joint twice that morning, once in the kitchen and once in the
yard, and the suit had taken the pressure without complaint. Hodgson's
gear, people called this type, after the diver in the old books, though no one
in Mossbank had read those books. They just meant: the old kind. The kind
that worked.

The fog had come in off the sea three nights ago and settled over the
lower harbour. It sat at about chest height, green and still, bright in the way
that things are bright when no sun is on them. The boats moored below the
wall were visible to their gunwales and then gone. The water itself was not
visible at all.

Six of Caffrey's lobster pots were down there. He knew their positions.
He had walked those coordinates in his sleep for eleven years. The pots were
worth eighty pounds apiece, and the line and hauling gear was worth more,
and the economic situation being what it was, a man could not simply leave
equipment on the seabed and wait for the fog to pass.

No one knew when the fog would pass.

Caffrey had been the one who told Denny's mother they had found the
coat.

He pulled the helmet on and Denny locked the collar ring. Then Caffrey
took the safety line in his hand and stepped off the quay wall into the green.
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Part Two: The Colour of Everything

Light reached him all the way down. That was the first surprise.

He had expected dark. He had expected the close, brown murk of silted
harbour water, the visibility of an arm's length, the usual sense of being
inside something that wanted to close. The fog was not like that. It was
luminous all the way through, a sourceless green that came from no
particular direction and landed on no particular surface. He could see the
quay wall to his left out to perhaps four metres. He could see the anchor
chain of the Marigold, the oldest working boat in the harbour, running
down into the harbour bed at a slight angle. He could see the weed on the
lower stones, and the weed looked ordinary, and the stones looked ordinary,
and the barnacles on the anchor chain looked ordinary, and all of it was
green.

The bottom came up to meet his boots. He had expected mud. The
harbour floor was clean stone, swept bare. He could not remember it being
bare before. He stood still and listened to his own breathing through the
valve and looked around him.

He had expected resistance. Water pushed back. This did not push back.
He had walked down through it as through cold air in a doorway, and the
suit, built for pressure, had found none where pressure should have been.
He could hear his own boots on the stone.

To his right: a coil of old mooring rope, encrusted. Two car tyres used as
fenders, long since fallen from the wall. A rusted bracket still bolted to the
stone.

Ahead: the open harbour floor, running south toward the deeper water.
Green and still. Nothing moving.

He checked the compass on his wrist and started walking.

The fog did not thicken as he moved further from the wall. It stayed
exactly as it was, luminous and uniform, the same quality of light at five
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metres as at one. He passed the anchor of a dinghy he recognised as
belonging to the Holt boy. He passed a plastic crate that had been down
here for years. He found the first pot at the position he expected, and the
pot was intact and empty of catch but intact, and he began to unclip the
haul line.

That was when he noticed the shadow.

The shape was smaller than a man and moved nothing like a fish. It was
at the edge of his vision to the left and when he turned his head it was gone
when he turned, though he kept expecting to find it at the edge of his sight.
He stood still. His breathing was very loud in the helmet.

Nothing.

He went back to the pot.

Part Three: What Moves at the Edge

He found the second pot and the third without incident.

The fourth was displaced from where he expected it, which happened.
Currents moved things. He walked a rough grid, compass fixed, counting
paces, and picked it up a metre south of its position. It was heavier than it
should have been, and when he lifted it he found the cage had collapsed
inward, the wire bent as though pressed by something uniform and slow,
not a propeller strike, not a keel catch. He held it in his hands for a moment
and then clipped it to the haul line and kept moving.

The shadow was there again. Same position: left, low. When he turned:
nothing. When he turned back: a change in the quality of the green in that
direction, or the possibility of a change. He stood still long enough to
breathe four times and then moved on.

He found the fifth pot.

Then he stopped.
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Ahead of him, where the harbour gave out onto the open sea bed, there
was a dead dog. It was a large dog, a sheepdog or something like one, lying
on its side on the clean stone with its legs extended as though in full run. Its
fur was intact. Its eyes were open and the eyes were green, not from the fog,
the fog was green everywhere, but the eyes themselves were luminous,
catching the light differently from everything else around them. The dog lay
intact, legs extended in mid-run, with no wound or sign of struggle.

Caffrey stood and looked at the dog for a long time.

He did not know how a dog had come to be on the harbour floor. He did
not know how it was intact. He knew that the fog was not water, not
exactly, not in the way his suit had been built to handle water, and that he
was breathing air from a tank that would last another twenty minutes, and
that he had two pots still to find.

He stepped around the dog and kept walking.

The shadow moved with him.

He did not turn to look at it this time. He could feel it keeping pace on
his left. Each time he tried to fix its position, the green remained empty. He
found the sixth pot at its correct position and unclipped the final length of
haul line and stood up.

The shadow stopped when he stopped.

He looked at the compass. He looked at the haul line running up and
away from him into the green and out of sight. He pulled it once, twice, the
agreed signal for ready to ascend, and waited.

Nothing happened.

He pulled again.

The line moved under his hand. Not in response. It moved on its own, a
slow diagonal drift, as though something above him had taken up slack. He
stood very still. The harbour floor was quiet. The green had not altered
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from the top of the wall to the furthest point of his walk. Nothing held a
colour like this. Nothing held a light like this.

He looked to his left.

The shadow was there. He looked at it directly for the first time. There
was nothing to see. A density in the green, a place where the light was
slightly wrong, the size of a crouching man, or something that had learned
the approximate dimensions of one. It did not move.

Caffrey pulled the haul line hard, hand over hand, the abort signal.

The density did not move.

He turned and walked toward the quay wall.

Part Four: The Surface

Denny had been counting.

He counted because there was nothing else to do. He held the safety line
in both hands and he counted the minutes by the method his mother had
taught him, slow and even, one-and-two-and-three, and he watched the
green. There was nothing to see in the green. There was the line running
down into it and the line was taut and occasionally it moved, small
movements that meant his uncle was moving, and there was the quay wall
going down into the green and the bollards and the iron rings and then the
green and nothing more.

The sun had moved off the harbour. It was mid-afternoon and cold.

He had counted to twenty-two minutes when the helmet broke the
surface.

He took hold of the collar ring and hauled back, hand over hand, his
boots braced against the quay edge. Caffrey came up over the lip of the wall
and stood on the stone, chest heaving, one hand still gripping the haul line.
Denny unlocked the collar ring and lifted the helmet free.
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His uncle's face was the same as it had always been. Jaw dark with two
days of growth. The long scar on the left cheekbone from the winch
incident four years ago. He stood with his hands at his sides and looked at
the harbour and said nothing.

"All right?" Denny said.

"All right."

"You were under twenty-two minutes."

"About that."

Denny set the helmet on the wall. He looked at his uncle. Caffrey was
watching the fog, not Denny, not the pots on the haul line, not the broken
pump in its three pieces. He stood with both hands loose at his sides and
kept watching the fog before he spoke.

"The pots are on the line," Caffrey said. "All six."

"Good."

"The fourth has a collapsed cage. Not useable. The others are fine."

He gave the details flatly and in order. Denny coiled the safety line. The
harbour was quiet. In the lower berths, where the working boats were
moored gunwale-deep in green, nothing moved.

"There was a dog down there," Caffrey said.

Denny looked up.

"On the harbour floor. Out past the fifth pot. Lying on its side." He
paused. "Not one I knew. Bigger than most."

Denny said nothing. He looked at his uncle's hands, which were steady,
and at the way Caffrey was still watching the fog, and at the haul line
running down into the green with the six pots strung on it, one of them
damaged.

"What else," Denny said.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

33

"Nothing else."

"Uncle."

Caffrey turned to look at him then.

"You were talking," Denny said. "While you were down there. For the last
four or five minutes. I could hear it through the line."

Caffrey looked at him for a moment. "The valve does that sometimes. Air
through the housing."

"It wasn't the valve. I know what the valve sounds like." Denny set the
coiled line on the wall. "You were talking. I couldn't hear the words. But it
was talking."

The fog sat where it had sat all day.

"Who were you talking to?" Denny said.

Caffrey picked up the helmet and turned it over in his hands. He looked
at the faceplate, the seal, the valve housing. He checked every connection
again, working around the collar ring in the same order he used before a
dive.

"Pull the pots up," he said.

Denny hauled the line. The pots came up one by one, the haul gear
running smooth, the weight of them right except for the fourth which was
light because the cage was collapsed. Five pots on the wall, then the fourth,
and then the haul line ran out and Denny held the end of it and stopped.

There was a seventh pot.

It was at the end of the line below the sixth, clipped on with a carabiner
that was not Caffrey's, a newer model than anything Caffrey owned, the
steel still bright. The pot was intact. Clean. No weed, no encrustation, no
age on it at all. It was the size and type of Caffrey's own pots, the same mesh
gauge, but the frame was slightly different in its welding, the wire joints
done by a different hand.
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Denny stood on the quay wall and held it.

He turned to his uncle.

Caffrey was looking at the pot. His expression was the expression of a
man confirming something he had not wanted confirmed. He looked at it
for a long moment, and then he looked away, back at the fog, and his hands
at his sides were steady and his breathing was even.

"Put it with the others," he said.

"Whose is it."

"Put it with the others, Den."

Denny set it on the wall with the six pots.

Seven, now.

The fog sat on the water. The afternoon light was going. No creak of
rope, no lap of water, nothing but the cold and the green and the last of the
light running out of the sky in the west.

"The Pearce boy is taking his boat out tomorrow," Caffrey said. "Tell him
to stay above the fog line. Tell him I said."

"I'll tell him."

Caffrey picked up the broken pump in its three pieces. He carried it to
the edge of the wall and dropped it into the green without ceremony. It
went in without a sound.

He did not watch where it went.

Part Five: The Morning

In the morning the fog was lower.

It lay at knee height across the lower harbour, its surface two feet lower
than the night before. The boats were visible to their waterlines now and the
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mooring ropes ran down into the green and out of sight. The tide marker on
the east wall read two feet higher than the fog surface, which meant the
water was below the fog, or the fog was sitting on something that was not
the water.

Caffrey was at the quay before first light. He brought rope and the good
gaff hook and the slate he used for tallying catch weight. He did not bring
Denny.

He stood at the wall and looked at the seven pots.

Six were his. He knew them by their wear: the rust line on the second, the
replaced mesh panel on the fifth, the bent frame strut on the third that he
had meant to fix since October. The seventh had none of this. It sat at the
end of the row with the newness of something that had not been in the
world long enough to carry marks.

He picked it up. Turned it over. The mesh was standard gauge. The
carabiner clip was the newer type, the kind the chandlery had started
stocking last year. He opened the cage.

Inside, dry on the clean wire floor, were three fish.

He stood for a while.

The fish were of a kind he did not recognise, unusual in itself but not
alarming. The fog had changed what came up in the pots in the last two
years, bringing things from deeper water, things the coastal guides did not
cover. But these were still, and not from suffocation or crushing. Still in the
way the dog had been still, legs extended, no sign of effort or distress. Their
scales were intact and their eyes were clear and they held the same quality of
stopped-ness, the sense of something finished at a particular moment rather
than depleted over time.

He looked at the three fish.

He put the pot back on the wall.
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He did not empty it. He did not know, precisely, why not, only that the
seventh pot had come up from below attached to his line, and that what was
in it had been placed there by something that had access to his haul line and
knew how carabiners worked, and that this was information he wanted to
hold for a while before he decided what it meant.

He picked up the slate and tallied the morning's weather: wind direction,
tide height, fog depth. He wrote the numbers in his usual columns. At the
bottom of the slate, in the space he kept for notes, he wrote: 7 pots.

He looked at what he had written.

He wiped it clean.

He wrote: 6 pots.

The seventh pot sat at the end of the row.

End
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The Pale

The summer Lorna turned seventeen, the fog came in every morning before
eight and did not lift until after dark, if it lifted at all.

She had measured herself: the inside of her wrist against Sian's arm in the
lunch queue, the back of her hand against the painted doorframe in the
kitchen, the length of her forearm laid alongside the windowsill when the
light was at its most unforgiving. She was paler than all of it. Paler than the
chalk faces on the council buildings. Paler than the bellies of the mackerel
the fishermen gutted on the harbour steps.

"Ghost," the boys in the year above called her. They said it with so little
malice that she could not even argue with them. It sounded descriptive,
almost ordinary.

She did not argue. She bought a magazine from the rack at Connors' and
tore out the photographs of women on beaches: brown shoulders, brown
arms, the relaxed, unselfconscious brown of people who had grown up
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somewhere the sun was ordinary. She kept them in a folder under her bed.
Her mother found them once and said nothing, which was worse than
saying something.

Each morning, the fog held against her bedroom window until the glass
gave back only her own face.

The morning the fog cleared, she woke before her alarm.

She lay still for a moment. The light on the ceiling was different. She had
lived in this room all her life and knew every hairline crack in the ceiling.
The light was yellow. Not the thin diffuse grey that the fog made of every
day. Yellow. Direct. From the east.

She was at the window in four steps.

The harbour was visible. The whole of it: the sea wall, the boats, the
slipway where the nets dried, the grey water beyond and beyond that the
open channel. No fog. The sky above the headland was pale blue and
clearing east to west with the purposefulness of weather that means it.

She checked the weather service on her phone. Temperatures above
average. Humidity low. The forecast icon showed a sun with no cloud
behind it.

She had not seen that icon since April.

Along the sill, the last thread of green drew back from the glass while she
watched. It did not thin. It withdrew.

She ate nothing. She found her towel in the airing cupboard, her
sunscreen under the bathroom sink from last summer, the straps on it
slightly degraded. She put on her swimming costume and her shorts and her
sandals and her sunglasses and she left the house before anyone in it was
awake.

The beach was a twenty-minute walk from the terrace. Past the harbour,
past the chandlery that no longer did chandlery, past the war memorial with
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its list of names she had read so many times she knew them in order, down
the coast path where the grass grew salt-flat and pale, over the dunes.

She was the only person on the beach.

She had expected that. The beach was narrow and full of stones and the
sand, when there was sand, was coarse and dark. Nobody came here by
choice in normal weather. She had been here twice before with her mother,
when she was small, when the summers had been different. She remembered
a red bucket. A feeling of heat on the back of her neck that she had been too
young to understand was something she would spend years looking for
again.

She spread her towel in the best position, which was the position most
removed from the dunes so that the sun, when it reached its highest point,
would be directly overhead with no shadow. She smoothed the towel. She
took off her shorts. She applied sunscreen to her legs and her shoulders and
the back of her neck, and then she stopped. She adjusted the straps of her
swimming costume twice, making sure they lay flat. She read the warning on
the bottle.

Reapply every two hours.

She put it back in the bag.

Then she took it out again.

She unscrewed the cap and held the bottle over her palm. The white
cream gathered at the mouth and waited there, thick and sensible and full of
instructions written by people who had lived somewhere the sun could be
taken for granted. She thought of her mother finding the folder under the
bed. She thought of the boys saying

Ghost

with no malice in it, which had made it worse.

She squeezed once into the sand beside the towel. A small white knot
landed there and held its shape.
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She put the bottle back in the bag.

She lay down on her back.

Above her, the sky was entirely clear.

The sun on her skin was heavier than she had imagined. Heat settled
across her shoulders and chest, pressing there until she could feel every place
the light reached. She closed her eyes and the red inside her eyelids was the
reddest thing she had seen in months.

She thought: this is what it is supposed to be.

Without sitting up, she noticed how cold the sand felt beneath the towel,
cold enough to resemble stone from a cellar floor. She lay still and felt it
through the towel and did not move.

She did not mean to fall asleep. She had not slept on a beach before. She
had not known staying awake would take effort. The effort lasted perhaps
ten minutes. Then she lost.

She woke because the sea sounded wrong.

She lay still with her eyes closed for a moment, listening. The sound of
the waves was there, but it was the wrong rhythm, the wrong texture. Too
slow. Too deliberate. As if each wave was deciding to arrive.

And there were no gulls.

She opened her eyes.

The sky above her was green.

A deep, slow green, not the pale washed green of early morning, the
colour of water below the level where light makes sense. It moved, not with
the wind, which had dropped entirely, but with its own internal rhythm,
the same rhythm as the wrong waves.

She sat up.
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The fog was everywhere. It had come from the sea and from the dunes
behind her and it covered the beach in both directions as far as the visibility
allowed, which was not far. The sun was gone. She could not tell from the
light what time it was.

She reached for her phone. The screen showed three seventeen in the
afternoon. She had slept for five hours.

She stood up. Her towel was dark with damp. Her bag was where she had
left it. She pulled on her shorts and her sandals and put on her sunglasses,
which was reflexive, and then took them off because the green light was
already dim and the sunglasses made it darker.

The fog moved slowly toward her from the direction of the sea.

She looked down.

Her arms were brown.

Brown. Darkest across her shoulders and forearms, lighter at the inside of
her elbows, uneven at one knee. She had burned once at her cousin's holiday
and peeled for three days. This was different.

She stood on the dark sand and looked at her arms in the green light.

She picked up her bag and her towel and she walked toward the dunes.

The green edge advanced as she crossed the sand, and the gap between
them barely changed. The distance between Lorna and the green edge stayed
almost constant.

She did not run. She kept walking while the green edge followed across
the sand, and when she reached the coast path she did not look back at the
beach, or at the water, or at the shapes she had seen or had not seen at the
edge of the waves.

She walked home.
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Her mother was in the kitchen when she came in. She looked up from
the counter and then she looked again, longer, checking the face first and
then the arms.

"You caught some sun," her mother said.

Then she looked at the window before she looked back at Lorna. It was
the same look she had given the folder under the bed.

Lorna looked at her arms. In the kitchen light they were the same colour
they had been on the beach. Brown, the same altered colour she had seen on
the beach.

There were no strap marks.

That was the part she kept looking at.

"Yes," she said.

She went upstairs. She did not look in the mirror. She sat on her bed and
touched the inside of her wrist. The skin was warm, but the warmth did not
feel as if it belonged to her.

She pressed her thumb into the brown.

It did not pale.

Outside, the fog pressed against the window. It had come in off the sea
while she was walking. The

folder of photographs

stayed under

the bed.

In the darkened window, her reflection remained pale.

She waited for it to touch its wrist.
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It did not.

End



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

44

The First Window

Part One: The Kitchen

The first window to go was the one above the sink.

Ruth Vane was washing up after dinner when condensation began at the
sill and climbed the lower pane in thin vertical threads. She turned off the
tap and looked at it. Outside the light was still good, flat grey of a late
afternoon, and she could see through the clear upper half of the glass that
there was no fog on the lane. The hawthorn opposite was sharp against the
sky. The road was dry.

She put her hand to the pane. The glass was not cold.

"Martin," she said.
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He was at the table with the local paper, which he still read in print
because the digital edition had a paywall and they had agreed not to spend
money on things they had managed without. He did not look up. "Mm."

"Come and look at this."

He came and looked. He was a practical man, which she had once found
reassuring and now mostly found useful. He trusted reasons because reasons
meant something could still be repaired. He had resealed the kitchen
window himself in February and had been pleased with the saving. He
checked the frame, pressed a finger to the condensation, rubbed it on his
thumb.

"Damp," he said.

"From inside?"

"Humidity from cooking. Does it sometimes."

"I haven't cooked anything that steamed."

He looked at the lane through the clear upper half. "Maybe outside, then.
The pressure dropping." He went back to the table.

She stood at the sink and watched the condensation move. It was
moving. Slow, even, upward, the threads extending without rushing, the
way something grows when it has decided to grow and is not in any
particular hurry. By the time she had dried her hands it had reached the
midpoint of the glass.

She did not call Martin again.

Part Two: The Front Room

Their daughter was nine and called Iris, and she was on the floor of the front
room with a book when Ruth came in to check the windows there.

Iris liked drawing houses from above. Not as they looked from the lane,
but as if the roof had been lifted off: the rooms, the doors, the line from the
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stairs to the front step. She had been doing it since she was six, filling
notebooks with floor plans of places she had been and places she had not.

The front room windows faced the lane. Both were clear.

Ruth stood and looked at them anyway.

"Mum." Iris did not look up from her book.

"Just checking."

"What for."

"Nothing." She crossed to the nearer window and touched the glass. Dry.
Outside the lane was empty, the hawthorn standing quietly in the flat light.
The fog was on the coast, she knew, where it was always. She had stopped
thinking about it specifically years ago; it was the coast's problem, a weather
condition, the thing that gave the air that particular mineral edge in winter.
The front room had always stayed clear.

She went back to the kitchen.

The condensation had reached the top of the pane.

She stood in the doorway and looked at it. Fully fogged now, the window
opaque, the lane invisible behind it. She thought: there is a reason for this.
Temperature differential. A seal failing on the double glazing. Something
from the pipes. There was always a reason for things. Martin said so in every
situation.

She did not call him again. She had learned, without deciding to, which
things he would explain and which things she would therefore not mention.

From the front room Iris made a low, flat sound that stopped before it
became a word.

"What?" Ruth called.

Silence.
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She got up and went to the door. Iris was still on the floor, book closed
now, sitting with her legs folded, looking at the left-hand window. Her
expression was the particular expression of a child who has seen something
she is deciding whether to report.

"Iris."

"Something's on the glass."

Ruth crossed the room and stood behind her daughter and looked.

The left-hand window had begun to fog at the bottom. Not heavily, just
the first thin wash, the kind you got on a cold morning when you breathed
too close. But it was moving. She watched it move up from the sill in the
same slow vertical threads as the kitchen window, at the same slow rate as
the kitchen pane.

"It's just condensation," Ruth said.

Iris looked at the window and said nothing.

Part Three: Six-Fifteen

By six-fifteen, all the windows on the ground floor had fogged.

Martin had stopped reading. He was standing in the kitchen doorway
with his arms folded, looking at the window above the sink the way he
looked at the boiler when it made a sound he didn't recognise: present,
focused, not yet willing to name what he was feeling.

"It's the same in the front room," Ruth said. "Both of them."

"The upstairs?"

She had not checked upstairs. She went up and came back. "The landing
window. Not the bedroom yet."

"That's rising damp," he said. "Works up from the ground."

"It's on the inside of the glass."
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"Still."

She sat down. Outside, through four fogged windows, the lane was
invisible. The house had turned inward without their asking it to. It had not
moved from room to room. It had climbed. She thought about going out to
look at the outside of the windows from the lane, and did not. She was not
sure what she thought she would see.

Martin put the kettle on.

Iris had come to stand in the kitchen doorway. She was in her socks and
holding her book against her chest, not reading it. She was looking at the
window above the sink with the flat, steady attention she gave to things she
was working out.

"Something's drawing on it," she said.

"What?" Martin said.

"Something's drawing on the window."

He looked at the window. Ruth looked at the window. The
condensation was even and featureless, an unbroken fog across the entire
pane. Nothing on it. No marks, no shapes.

"There's nothing on it," Martin said.

Iris looked at him, then back at the window. She said nothing.

For a moment, Ruth thought the condensation had thickened in one
place. Then the kettle came to the boil and the sound broke her attention.

Part Four: The Mark

Ruth saw it at half past six, in the front room, while Martin was making tea.

She had come in to close the curtains and stopped three feet from the
left-hand window. The condensation was thick now, the glass entirely
opaque, and something had been drawn on its interior surface. Not pressed
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from outside: drawn, with a finger or a breath, from within the room. The
mark was low on the glass, at the height a child could reach.

It was a shape she did not recognise.

A closed form, roughly oval, with two lines extending from it at the
lower right, parallel, the same length. A shape that resembled nothing she
could name, only itself. Simple. The kind of thing a child draws when they
are trying to show something specific and do not have the vocabulary.

She stood and looked at it.

She wiped the lower pane with her sleeve. The condensation smeared.
The mark did not.

She called Martin. He stood beside her and looked at it.

"Iris," he said. "Did you draw on the window."

Iris was in the doorway. She looked at the mark on the glass and
narrowed her eyes. Ruth knew that expression: Iris had nearly found a
word.

"No," she said.

"Are you sure?"

"I didn't do it."

Martin looked at Ruth. Ruth looked at the mark. It was exact, the lines
perfectly parallel, the oval cleanly closed. Not a child's hesitant mark. Done
in one motion, without revision.

She thought: we have been in this room all evening. Neither of us drew
that.

She thought: Iris has been on the floor six feet away.

She did not say either thing.
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Part Five: The Sound at the Glass

At seven, Iris went to bed without being asked, which she never did.

Ruth came up at half past to check. The girl was in bed with the light off,
which was also unusual; she always read for twenty minutes. Ruth sat on the
edge of the bed and put her hand on the shape of her daughter's shoulder
under the duvet.

"You alright?"

"Yes."

"You went up early."

A pause. "I was tired."

Ruth looked at the window. The bedroom window had fogged now. She
could not see the lane. Whatever was doing this was at the level of the
bedroom now. She told herself to stop thinking in those terms. The
windows had a reason. She simply did not know it yet.

"Iris. The mark on the window."

Nothing.

"Do you know what it is?"

Her daughter's shoulder shifted under the duvet, barely enough to move
the cover.

"Iris."

"I don't know," the girl said, carefully, in the tone she used when what
she meant was: I don't want to say.

Ruth sat for a moment longer. Then she said goodnight and went
downstairs.

At ten past nine, she heard it.
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A sound from the front room: soft, rhythmic, the sound of a finger
moving slowly across glass. One motion, then again, then a third time. She
was in the kitchen with Martin and she stopped and he stopped and they
both listened.

It came again.

Martin went first. She followed him.

The front room was empty. The mark on the left-hand window was still
there, unchanged. Below it, at the very bottom of the pane, something had
been added: a second oval, smaller, connected to the first by a short line. A
continuation. As though the drawing was not finished.

They stood in the doorway.

Above them, Iris's room was quiet.

Part Six: The Glass

At eleven Ruth checked the locks out of something she was not calling fear,
and at half eleven Martin went to bed, and at midnight Ruth was still in the
kitchen with the light on and the fogged window above the sink entirely
opaque and she was looking at it and not going to bed.

She heard the door.

Above her, Martin did not stir.

The front door, which she had locked herself, which made a particular
sound when it opened, a compression and release of air she had never
noticed until this moment because she had never been listening for it before.
One sound. Then quiet.

She went to the hallway.

The front door was open just wide enough for a child. Cold air came in
from the lane, carrying that smell: mineral, old, the smell of the coast long
after you had come inside, the smell that had been in the air here for so long
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that she had stopped registering it as a smell and only noticed it now because
it was stronger than it should be at midnight in a hallway.

The lane through the open door was dark and completely clear of fog.

On the bottom step, Iris's socks. Left behind, side by side, as though she
had stepped out of them.

Ruth stood in the open door. The lane was quiet. No wind. The
hawthorn opposite was a dark mass against the sky, and past it the road ran
toward the coast, and beyond the road the coast dropped to the water, and
the water was invisible, but above it and out over it the green trace sat on the
horizon, still and vast and the colour it always was, the colour that had been
there since before any of them had words for it.

In the lane, twenty metres from the house, Iris stood with her back to the
door.

She was not moving. She was looking at the horizon.

Ruth went out in her bare feet and walked down the lane and put her
hand on her daughter's shoulder. The girl was warm. She did not flinch at
the touch.

"Iris."

The girl turned around. Her face was entirely ordinary, the same careful,
private expression she had worn since she was four, her eyes steady on her
mother's face and not on the horizon anymore.

"I knew what it was," she said. "The shape."

Ruth looked at her. She did not ask. She waited.

"It's here," Iris said. "This lane. This house. The two lines are the
hawthorn and the gate. I had to see it from here to be sure." She looked out
at the horizon. "It was showing me where I was."

Ruth kept her hand on her daughter's shoulder. The green trace sat on
the water and did not move. The lane was empty in both directions, and the
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house behind them had its windows fogged solid, and the night air had that
smell, and Ruth stood in her bare feet on the cold road and held onto her
daughter and looked at the green trace on the horizon while every window
behind them remained fogged in the same pattern Iris had drawn.

She had the sudden certainty that if she called too loudly, Iris would keep
walking.

She did not know what to do with that.

She said: "Come inside."

Iris looked at the horizon for one more moment.

Then she came.

Inside, the kitchen window had cleared. The first shape was still there.
From it, a new line ran past the hawthorn, through the gate, and out of the
frame.

End
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The Florist

Part One: Mould & Stem

Vera Moulden had run the shop for eleven years without a sale she could
not account for.

She kept the books in a green ledger on the shelf behind the till, one
column for orders, one for walk-ins, one for waste. The waste column was
the one she watched. A florist who managed her waste managed everything.
She had learned that from her mother, who had learned it from the woman
she had bought the shop from.

Mould & Stem

occupied the narrow end of Anchor Street in Thurle, between a
locksmith who opened three days a week and a charity shop that smelled of
old coats. Anchor Street gave Vera little help, and she had made the shop



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

55

work anyway. The window display changed every Monday. The buckets
outside were arranged by height. She kept the pavement swept, even in
winter, even during the runs of grey coastal weather that kept people off
Anchor Street for days at a time.

Her regulars were loyal with the stubbornness of people who had made a
choice years ago and saw no reason to revisit it. Mrs Tench came for dahlias
every Thursday. Gareth Pyle ordered white lilies on the third of each month,
had done for six years, never said what for. The couple from the guesthouse
on the headland sent someone down each Friday for a full arrangement,
whatever she chose. Vera knew what each of them would say before they
said it. She had that kind of memory.

In the second week of September, a man she did not recognise set up a
wooden cart two streets away, on the corner of Slip Lane and the High
Street, and began selling flowers she had never seen.

She walked past it on a Tuesday morning, on her way back from the
wholesaler. She slowed without meaning to.

The cart was old, painted dark green, the paint gone chalky in places. The
man behind it was perhaps sixty, spare and deliberate in his movements,
with white hair cut close and hands that were tanned to the colour of the
cart. He was arranging his stock when she passed: heavy, dark-petalled
blooms the size of her palm, with stalks too straight and leaves too glossy for
anything she could name, long petals that lay flat, the way a hand lies open.

He did not look up as she passed.

She kept walking. She noted the cart. She noted the man. She did not
look back.

That evening she went through her wholesaler's catalogue and could not
find anything that matched.
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Part Two: The Customers

The first indication was Mrs Tench.

She came on Thursday as usual, at half past ten, with her canvas bag and
her weight settled on her back heel, waiting. She bought her dahlias. She
paid with the exact money, as she always did. But at the door she stopped
and turned back.

"Have you tried those flowers from the new cart," she said.

"I haven't," Vera said.

"They last," Mrs Tench said. "I had them a fortnight and they were the
same as the day I bought them. Same as the day."

"Two weeks is a long time for a cut flower."

Mrs Tench looked at her with the expression of someone who has said
what they came to say and considers the matter settled. "They last," she said
again.

She smiled then, but not as if anything were pleasant. She left without
the dahlias on the counter.

Gareth Pyle came the following week for his lilies. He was a compact
man in his forties, one of those people who stood close to things without
touching them. He bought his lilies. He stood at the counter a moment
longer than usual.

"You smell that," he said. He said it as a statement.

"Which."

He gestured vaguely in the direction of the High Street. "From that cart.
If the wind comes off the sea it carries it this far."

Vera had noticed it. She had not said so. It was a sweet smell, heavier than
anything she stocked, with something underneath it that she could not
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identify: mineral, cold, like the coast after rain, though there had been no
rain.

"I can smell it," she said.

Gareth nodded. He looked at his lilies. "These are good," he said. "These
are good too." He paid and left, the lilies loose in his hand, already forgotten.
He was not a man who said things were good.

By the end of October her walk-in numbers were down by a third.

She did not panic. She had been in business long enough to know that a
third could come back. She checked her window, which was fine. She
checked her prices, which were fair. She cut her waste further and bought
fresh stock twice a week instead of once and waited.

The walk-ins did not come back.

She began paying attention to where people were going instead. Not
watching them, exactly. She stood in the shop doorway when she had a slow
hour and she watched the street. Most of them were heading for the High
Street. Most of them were coming back carrying the long-petalled flowers
from the cart, wrapped in plain brown paper, no ribbon, no card.

She watched them carry the flowers and she watched their faces. They
were not hurrying. Their jaws hung loose and their shoulders had dropped,
the spent posture of people after a very large meal. Some of them were
talking to each other. Some were not. The ones who were not had their faces
turned slightly toward the flowers they were carrying.

She noted this and did not like it and did not know yet what to do with
it.

The man's name, she found out from the locksmith next door, was
Aldous Peel. He paid his pitch fee on time. He was polite. He had
mentioned, once, that he had been in Brayford the summer before, and
before that a place on the Cornish coast whose name the locksmith could
not remember. He had not mentioned where he was going next.
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She found the Brayford information useful. She did not know yet why.

Part Three: The Field

She began following him in November.

It was easy enough in a town the size of Thurle. She knew which streets
were visible from which others. She kept her distance and her pace. He was
an early riser: the cart was set up by half past seven and he was gone from it
by four, loading the remaining stock into the back of a pale blue van that he
parked in the lane behind the post office.

On the fourth day she followed the van.

She had not planned to. She had been in her car, engine running,
intending to drive to the supplier in Redmere. The van pulled out of the
lane and turned west, and she turned west behind it.

He drove the coast road for six kilometres and then turned onto a track
she had not noticed before, though she had driven this road since she was
seventeen. The track ran south through coastal scrub and then down a slope
she could not see from the road, and she stopped her car on the verge and
got out and walked.

The sound was what she noticed first.

It was late autumn, but there had been warm days, and the gorse was still
buzzing. She could hear bees in the scrub to either side, the steady working
sound, purposeful and even. A robin somewhere above her. Then the track
turned, and the scrub fell away, and she stopped.

The field was lower than the surrounding land, cupped in a shallow
depression she had not known was here. It was no more than half an acre,
bordered by coastal grass and a low stone wall on two sides. The green fog
sat across it at ankle height, stationary, catching the light in the way it did
when it was dense.
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The flowers grew in rows. The alignment was too consistent for anything
that had seeded itself, rows nonetheless. The same long-petalled blooms she
had seen on the cart, dozens of them, perhaps hundreds, their dark heads
held at the same height. Around the perimeter of the field, at a distance of
perhaps a metre from the nearest plants, insects circled. She could see the
movement clearly from where she stood: bees, small flies, something with
wings she could not name, all of them tracing the same wide circuit, none of
them landing.

Aldous Peel was in the middle of the field.

He was picking without gloves, pulling the stems cleanly, laying each one
across his arm. He moved with the speed of long practice. He did not look at
the flowers as he picked them. He looked, instead, at the far end of the field,
at something she could not see.

She stood on the edge of the track for four minutes and he did not look
toward her. She turned back before the track curved and walked to her car
and sat in it with the engine off.

She drove to Redmere. She bought her stock. She drove home.

She thought about the flowers the entire way.

Part Four: The Smell

She went back alone on a Friday morning.

She parked on the verge and walked the track and came to the edge of the
field. The fog was thinner today, barely there, a faint greenish layer that
shifted when she moved. The flowers were the same: dark-headed, upright,
the leaves catching the November light.

The insect sound began before she reached the field. She could hear it
from the track: a low, sustained hum, fuller than it should have been for the
temperature, the kind of sound that meant a warm day in August, not a cold
morning in November. She listened to it.
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Then it changed.

Not suddenly. It shifted the way a conversation shifts when the topic
changes: the same mouths, the same volume, but a different frequency
underneath. The hum had a rhythm now. Slow, even, with a pause at the
end of each cycle that was the same length each time. She counted: three
seconds of sound, two of silence. Three, two. Three, two. She counted it for
half a minute and it did not vary.

She told herself: bees do this sometimes. She did not know if that was
true.

She walked into the field.

The fog moved around her boots but held its level. It was cold on her
ankles through her socks. She stopped in front of the nearest row and
looked at the flowers. Up close the petals had a texture she had not expected:
smooth where she thought they would be velvety, with a faint iridescence at
the centre that she could only see at certain angles. The scent came off them
without wind to carry it, simply present, simply there.

She picked up one stem and held it.

She lifted it to her face without making the decision to do so, or making
it so quickly she did not notice she had. The smell was the same as she had
caught from the High Street but closer now, fuller: sweet, yes, but the
mineral note beneath it was stronger here, the cold-coast smell, and beneath
that something else she could not name that was not unpleasant. She
breathed it in.

She held the stem for a long moment. The humming continued its
rhythm around her, three and two, three and two. The fog lay still across the
ground.

She stood there longer than she had intended.
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When she became aware of herself again she was holding three stems, not
one. She did not remember picking the second or the third. The light had
shifted and her feet were cold through her boots.

She looked at the stems in her hand. Then she looked at the field. The
rows were undisturbed. The insect circuit continued its wide loop at the
perimeter.

She had not been cold before she stood here. She was cold now, and she
did not care about it.

She walked back to the car.

Her hands smelled of the flowers for the rest of the day. She washed them
twice and the smell remained, not strongly, but there: sweet, mineral, old.
When she locked the shop that evening she lifted her wrist to her face and
breathed it and it was not unpleasant.

She set her keys down on the counter and looked at the stems she had
brought back, which she had put in a bucket by the back wall.

She thought: I will see how long they last.

By Tuesday morning the roses beside them had browned at the rims,
though they had been delivered fresh the day before. The three stems had
not changed.

Part Five: Peel

She found the card two days later.

She had been watching the cart when Peel left it briefly to move his van.
She had not planned to go near it. She went near it. The flat tray on the
front held the day's remaining stock, and tucked behind the tray, held there
by the cart's frame, was a card that had been folded in half. She did not take
it. She read it where it stood.
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It was a receipt from a flower market in Brayford, dated the previous
April. On the back, in small, deliberate writing, was a name:

G. Marchant, Harbour Florist, Brayford.

Beneath it:

closed Oct.

She straightened up and walked back to Anchor Street.

That evening she found the Harbour Florist in Brayford in an online
directory. The listing was still active. There was a phone number.

She looked at the number. The blooms in the bucket by the back wall
had not changed since Friday. The heads had not drooped. The leaves had
not dulled. The faint field smell remained in the room.

She did not call. She had the information she needed, which was that a
florist in Brayford had closed in October, a year before Peel arrived in
Thurle. The rest was not her business. The field was.

She searched for the business on two other sites. On a local news archive
she found a short item from the previous October: a florist on Brayford
Harbour had shut unexpectedly mid-season. The owner, a woman named
Glenys Marchant, had cited health reasons. There was no further coverage.

Vera sat with this for a while.

Then she went to the bucket by the back wall. The stems she had
brought from the field were still upright, still dark-headed. Two weeks, Mrs
Tench had said. She counted back. These had been cut on Friday. It was
Sunday. They showed no sign of wilting.

She looked at them for a moment.

She went to bed.
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Part Six: The Opening

The flowers were on the table by the time Vera opened the shop the
following Monday.

She had gone back to the field on Sunday. She had not decided to go; she
had found herself driving the coast road with the fog lifting off the sea to her
left, and the track was there, and she turned onto it. The fog in the field was
thicker than it had been on Friday, mid-shin now, and the humming was
present from the moment she came round the bend in the track: three and
two, three and two, patient and exact.

She did not pause this time at the edge of the field. She walked in and
began picking.

Her hands were quick. She knew how to handle stems, where to grip,
how much pressure before the snap. She worked along the first row and
then the second, filling her arms, and the cold worked up from the fog
around her boots and she breathed the smell and it was fine, it was good, it
was the smell of something doing what it was supposed to do. The insects
held their circuit and she did not look at them.

She drove back with the flowers on the passenger seat. On the floor of the
car, her gloves. She had not put them on. She had not thought to.

The first customer was a woman she had not seen before, who stood in
the doorway for a moment, looking at the window display. The display was
different from last week. The new flowers occupied the left side,
dark-headed against the pale paper backing Vera had cut fresh that morning.
The woman came in.

She did not say much. She looked at the flowers for a longer moment
than people usually looked at anything. Then she bought six stems.

Vera counted them twice and could not remember choosing the last one.
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She wrapped them in paper with the precision she had always had. She
used the same fold at the bottom, the same width of tape, the same diagonal
cut on the paper. Her hands smelled of the field and of the shop, both at
once.

Gareth Pyle came in before noon. It was not the third of the month. He
looked at the white lilies, then at the new flowers.

"Not those today," he said.

He bought four of the dark ones and left without looking back at the
lilies.

By midday she had sold everything she had brought.

The bucket smelled stronger empty than it had when full.

She stood in the empty shop. Through the window she could see Anchor
Street, the pavement she swept each morning, the locksmith's sign. At four
she looked toward the High Street and saw the corner where Peel's cart
should have been.

The corner was empty.

She asked the locksmith the following morning. He told her Peel had
settled his pitch fee for the month and left the cash for November as well, on
account. He had said there was enough here now. He had not said where he
was going.

She was not thinking about Peel.

She was thinking about the field, and the rows, and how many stems
were left, and whether to go in the morning or wait until afternoon. She was
thinking about Mrs Tench, who would come on Thursday, and what she
would say when she saw the window display, and what Vera would say back.

She picked up a stem she had set aside, the last one. She held it for a
moment and then lifted her wrist to her face out of habit, smelling the trace
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of the field that was still on her skin, and the stem, and both together, and it
was not unpleasant.

She put the stem in the window.

She took down the green ledger and entered the day's sales. The order
column. The walk-ins. The cash total. When she reached the waste column
she stopped.

The word was already there, in her hand.

None.

She closed the ledger and put it back on the shelf.

Outside, the fog sat on the water, and the afternoon light was on the
rooftops, and Thurle went about its business in the ordinary way of a small
coastal town in November.

She was already subtracting tomorrow's stock from the wholesaler's order
in her head.

End



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

66

HESSWICK COASTAL
AUTHORITY INCIDENT

LOG - INTERNAL
CIRCULATION ONLY

Ref: HCA/INC/LOG/088–094 Period: 3–17 November

The following entries are compiled from reports received by the
Authority during the above period. Entries are reproduced in summary
form. Full reports are held on file.

INC/088

* 4 November.

Coastal path between Crale and Dunmore Point closed by Authority
order following report of disorientation by adult male walker. Walker
recovered. No injuries. Path remains closed pending inspection.

INC/089

* 6 November.

Report received from Crale parish: resident (female, 34) reported hearing
her name spoken from the direction of the lower field. No other persons
present. No further action.

INC/090

* 9 November.

Vessel

Maren B
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returned to Porthmere harbour without crew. Engine running. No crew
located. Investigation ongoing. Next of kin notified.

INC/091

* 11 November.

Report from Crale primary school: two children failed to return home by
usual route. Both located by evening. No injuries. Children gave
inconsistent accounts of route taken. Parents advised to use road route. See
also HCA/ADV/0047.

INC/092

* 12 November.

Crale village: resident (male, 67) reported that three neighbours had not
responded to contact in four days. Property check conducted. Two
residents present and well. One property empty. No forwarding address.
Contents undisturbed.

INC/093

* 14 November.

Anchor Street, Thurle: commercial premises reported persistent organic
matter inconsistent with registered stock. No health risk identified. File
closed.

INC/094

* 17 November.

Coastal path Crale–Dunmore: inspection completed. Path structurally
sound. Fog present throughout inspection. Inspection team reported no
anomalies. Path remains closed by order of the Authority.

Summary, current reporting period, for internal comparison only:

| Category | Count | Resolved same period | Carried to next period |
|---|---|---|---| | Disorientation, recovered | 3 | 3 | 0 | | Voices, sounds, no
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source located | 2 | 2 | 0 | | Vessel returned, crew unaccounted | 1 | 0 | 1 | |
Persons unaccounted, property undisturbed | 1 | 0 | 1 | | Persons
unaccounted, subsequently reclassified as relocated | 4 | 4 | 0 |

No further action recommended at this time. Refer persistent incidents
to Regional Authority.

End
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The Echo

Part One: The Tide

The tide was out far enough to expose the sandbar, and Sylvie had been
walking on it for twenty minutes before she noticed that her boots were
leaving prints in both directions.

She stopped. Looked back. Her outgoing prints, and coming toward her
from the direction of the dunes, a second set that were the same size, the
same stride, leading to where she now stood. She looked down at her feet.
She looked up at the dunes. No one.

She stood there for a moment, then kept walking.

The fog was sitting low on the water to the south. It had been there when
she arrived at the cottage three days ago, a green-grey bank pressed against
the horizon, not moving with the wind or tide. The locals walked past it
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without looking at it, which told her everything she needed to know about
how long it had been there.

She had come for the quiet. That was what she told her agent, her
publisher, her new friends from the festival circuit who sent messages she
hadn't answered.

Going to the coast for a few weeks. Need space to work.

Which was true in the way that most of what she said these days was true:
accurate on the surface, hollow underneath.

She had come because she had nothing. Fourteen months since the book
and she had written eleven pages that she had deleted and four pages that she
had not deleted only because deleting them would mean admitting they
were the same as the other eleven.

She had come because she needed to stop not thinking about Mara, and
she could not do that in the flat.

Part Two: What She Had Told Herself

The cottage had belonged to their family for a long time. Their mother's
side. Relatives Sylvie could no longer place, people who had used it in
summer and then stopped coming. She and Mara had spent two weeks here
every August until Sylvie was fifteen and Mara was twelve, the years when
the coast was still the whole world and the green fog was just a thing the sea
did sometimes.

Mara had loved it here. On the last holiday she had collected sea glass
every morning and arranged the pieces on the windowsill of their shared
room, sorted by shade, the green ones always at the far end. When Sylvie
asked why, Mara said green was where the sea kept its secrets. She was
twelve, and meant it plainly.

That was how Mara had been: a logic of her own, complete without
witnesses.
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That was also how Sylvie had found the manuscript.

In the box under the bed in the flat on Orchard Street, which Sylvie had
gone to clear because their mother was in no state to do it and there was no
one else. She had expected to find the things you found: clothes, documents,
the small archaeology of a life that had been mostly private. She had not
expected 280 pages, rubber-banded, with a cover sheet that said

The Kept Country

and nothing else.

She had read it sitting on the floor of Mara's bedroom with the box still
open beside her.

She had taken it home.

That was three years ago. She had told herself, sitting in her own flat with
the manuscript on the kitchen table, that Mara would have wanted someone
to read it. That was true. She had told herself that Mara would have wanted
it to exist in the world. That was probably true. She had told herself, when
she was further along in the process, that they had talked about these things,
about her writing, about Sylvie's always-frustrated ambition, and that the
book was in some sense a product of those conversations, of Sylvie's
encouragement, of the years of being sisters.

At Hayborough she had told an interviewer the book came from grief.
The audience had applauded the honesty of that. The book had won two
prizes. The cover had her name on it. The dedication read:

For Mara, who knew what the sea kept.

Nowhere did it say what Mara had written.

She had not told herself that last part for a while now.
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Part Three: The Conversation

The second morning she walked to the far end of the beach where the rocks
came down to the sand and there was a natural shelter from the wind, and
she sat with her back against the stone and her notebook open on her knee
and wrote nothing.

The fog was closer than it had been the day before. Still south, still low,
but the edge of it was perhaps two hundred metres out now rather than the
half-mile it had been. She could see the colour of it clearly: that particular
green, unlike anything the sea normally did.

She closed the notebook.

"You're not going to write anything," she said.

She said it out loud because there was no one on the beach and saying
things out loud sometimes helped. It was a habit she'd had since childhood,
narrating herself when she was alone, a thing that Mara had found funny
and their mother had found concerning.

"You haven't written anything in fourteen months," she said. "You're not
going to start now just because you came to a beach."

She listened to the sound of the waves.

"You could write something else. Something new. Something that has
nothing to do with-"

She stopped.

There was no reason to finish that sentence. She knew what it had to do
with. The publisher wanted the second book. Her agent had been patient in
the particular way that patience has a deadline built into it. Her new friends,
the ones she'd made on the festival circuit, the ones who liked her because of
the book, were waiting for the person who had written it to do it again.

She had not written it.
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"Mara wrote it," she said. And then, more quietly: "Mara wrote it."

The wind came off the water and the waves moved in and out across the
sand. The fog sat where it had been, green at the edges, darker toward its
centre.

"We would have written something like it," Sylvie said. "Eventually.
Together, maybe. Something like it."

She stood up. She brushed the sand off her coat. She walked back toward
the cottage without looking at the fog.

Behind her, at a distance she could not judge, something said:

We would have written something like it.

She stopped walking.

The voice was hers. The cadence, the hesitation before

together , the way

maybe

dropped slightly in pitch. Her voice exactly.

She turned around. The beach was empty. The rocks, the sand, the grey
water, the fog.

She walked the rest of the way to the cottage and did not look back again.

Part Four: The Pattern

It happened twice more that day.

The first time she was in the kitchen making tea. She heard herself say,
from somewhere outside the window:

You haven't written anything in fourteen months.

Her own voice, the slight impatience she put on
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anything , the pause before the number. She went to the window. The
lane outside was empty.

The second time was just after dark. She was sitting at the table with the
notebook open and a glass of wine and her phone face-down. She heard
herself from the hallway, from the other side of the closed door:

Mara wrote it.

Those two words, her voice, flat and clear.

She sat very still. Then she got up, opened the door, and looked into the
hallway. Empty. The front door was closed and locked. She checked every
room.

She sat back down. She put the phone face-down again.

On the windowsill, the green pieces of sea glass had been moved to the
centre. They were arranged around her pen.

She looked at that for a moment. Then she picked up the pen and put it
in her coat pocket and did not put it back.

The fog, she had noticed, was closer. From the kitchen window she could
see the beach, and the green sat where the tide had been an hour ago, only a
hundred metres out now, pressed against the darker water at the shoreline.

She poured the wine down the sink. She went to bed early and lay in the
dark and listened.

The cottage was quiet.

At some point before sleep she heard herself say, from somewhere very
close, in a voice that was hers and was not quite hers:

Mara wrote it. Mara wrote it. Mara-

She pulled the pillow over her head.

In the morning the notebook was open on the table.

She had closed it the night before. She was certain of that.
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She crossed the room and looked at it. The page it had fallen open to was
blank, which was a relief, and then she turned back one page and found the
sentence in the middle of her own handwriting:

I saved it. No one would have read it if I hadn't.

She had not written that sentence.

The handwriting was hers, the particular way she did not lift her pen
between the

a

and the

v . But the spacing was wrong. She always crowded the end of a line. The
words were evenly spaced across the line, unlike her usual cramped endings.

She closed the notebook. She put it in the drawer under the kitchen
counter and did not open the drawer again.

Part Five: The Shore

She told herself she needed air, and did not ask herself too closely which
direction that meant.

The tide was in. The fog was at the shoreline, sitting where the water met
the sand, perfectly still while everything else moved. She stood twenty feet
from it. The colour of it, up close, was different than she'd expected. Not a
single green but layered, pale at the edges, darker in the middle, and in the
dark middle was something with no colour at all.

She stood there for a moment. The pen was still in her coat pocket. She
could feel its weight against her side.

"I saved it," she said. "No one would have read it if I hadn't."

The fog did not move.
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"She was gone. The manuscript was just sitting there. Someone had to do
something with it."

Nothing.

"I made it possible," she said. "I did the work of getting it into the world.
That's not nothing."

The waves moved in. The fog held its position.

"She would have wanted it."

That last one sat differently than the others. She heard it leave her mouth
and felt what it cost.

She was crying. She had thought that part was finished.

"The book was yours," she said. "All of it. I knew that from the first
page."

The fog moved.

It shifted. A small settling, almost patient.

From inside it, in her own voice, precise and clear:

I saved it. No one would have read it if I hadn't.

Her voice. Her justification. Played back without the tone she had given
it, stripped of everything except the words themselves.

I made it possible.

She would have wanted it.

Each sentence returned flat. Emptied of the person who had said it.

Then, under the last one, another voice she had not heard in three years.
Lighter than hers. The particular way Mara rounded her vowels, which
Sylvie had forgotten and now remembered completely.

The book was mine.

Sylvie did not move.
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Then something else. Not her voice. Not Mara's. Something that spoke
through both of them, older and less interested in either.

The book was yours.

The fog was at her feet.

She looked down at the sand. Her boots had left prints behind her,
leading from the cottage to where she stood. And ahead of her, continuing
into the fog, a second set of prints that were the same size, the same stride.

Going in. Already gone.

She had not made those prints.

She did not step back.

The fog stopped echoing her.

After a while, Sylvie began echoing it.

End
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Fine Passage

Part One: The Window

He saw it from the wall at half past one.

Not the island. But a change in the fog: a thinning, a paler quality in the
green, the formations breaking up into something closer to ordinary coastal
haze. He had been watching for two hours. He had the binoculars and he
used them and what he saw through them confirmed what he thought he
saw with his naked eye.

He called Clare on the radio as he walked back to the boat.

"I'm going."

A silence. Not a surprised one. "The forecast holds to six?"

"To eighteen hundred. That's four hours. I'll be back by five at the
latest."
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"I'll have the radio on channel sixteen."

"I'll check in at waypoint seven. Mid-passage."

Another silence. "Martin. If it comes in again-"

"I'll come back."

"If it comes in again, you come back. Promise me that."

He thought about the logbook in the box above the berths. Three
hundred and twelve pages in his father's deliberate hand, position fixes and
sail configurations from the one passage no one made anymore. At the end,
in the space usually reserved for remarks:

Fine passage. Island stood well. Water clear all round.

Seven entries in Martin's own log since then. The seven retreats. Each
one a different reason, each one the same reason.

"I'll come back," he said.

He did not promise.

Below, he checked the chart and looked at the photograph pinned flat
under the brass paperweight on the chart table. His father at the wheel of
the original

Cormorant , face turned slightly to port, not looking at the camera.
Looking at the horizon with the particular attention of a man who knows
what is coming and is glad of it. Behind him: open water, blue sky, no fog.
Taken thirty-one years ago, five years before the fog came to stay.

Martin had the same boat, or as close as money and twenty years of
searching had achieved. Same rig, same hull form, renamed

Cormorant

the week he bought her. He had his father's logbook. He had the chart,
annotated in pencil at the fifteen waypoints. He had been trying to reach
Skerran for six years.
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He had not yet had the passage.

Part Two: The Window Opens

He motored out of the harbour at 14:10 and raised the main and the jib at
the harbour mouth where the channel opened and the wind met him from
the northwest, clean and cool, fifteen knots and steady. The

Cormorant

took it well. She always took it well. He eased the sheets and she settled
into a close reach and moved.

This was the thing that Clare could not fully understand, or that he
could not fully explain: the feeling of the boat moving. The hull lifting
slightly to a wave, the boom trimming, the sails taking their load and
holding it. His father had felt this. In the logbook at the first waypoint his
father had written:

Boat sailing well. Wind holds.

Not much. But the handwriting was different from the careful position
fixes: looser, faster. The handwriting had lost its measured spacing. He had
been trying to get the words down before they escaped him.

Martin bore away to the first waypoint. The harbour wall fell astern. The
fog was ahead, perhaps a mile out, but thinner than he had seen it in six
years. Through it, if he squinted, he thought he could see the shape of it
losing coherence, the green-grey becoming grey, becoming almost nothing.

He called the boat forward into it.

The fog received the hull quietly, the way it always did. No sound
change, no temperature change, just the visibility shortening from two miles
to fifty metres in the space of a boat length. But it was thinner. He could see
the surface of the water clearly in every direction. The horizon was gone but
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the water was there, dark blue, a long swell from the northwest lifting the
hull in a regular rhythm that he could read and predict and hold.

He took the first position fix. Waypoint one: correct. He wrote the time
in the logbook: 14:28.

His father's time at waypoint one: 14:31.

He was three minutes ahead.

He told himself the comparison was incidental. He had written the times
in the margin anyway.

He pressed on.

Waypoints two, three, four. The wind held. The fog thinned further as
he moved west, or seemed to, the visibility extending to eighty, perhaps a
hundred metres. He could not see blue sky but the quality of the light was
different, more direct, closer to afternoon sun than the flat diffused grey he
knew from previous attempts.

At waypoint five he made his radio check. "Clare. Waypoint five. Wind
northwest fifteen, visibility one hundred metres, fog thinning. Time
fourteen fifty-seven."

"Received. Condition?"

"Boat well. Sail trim good. I'm ahead of schedule."

"Copy. Channel sixteen."

He noted the check in the logbook and bore away for six.

His father's time at waypoint five: 15:02.

He was five minutes ahead.
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Part Three: The Change

The wind went at fifteen forty, all at once: the sails slackening, the boom
swinging, the genoa folding softly against itself in the sudden absence of
pressure. He bore away instinctively, trying to find air, and found nothing.
The sea surface was flattened, the long northwest swell still running through
but the chop gone entirely, the water glassy between the swells.

He started the engine.

The fog thickened.

He watched it happen: the visibility dropping from a hundred metres to
sixty, to forty, in the space of three minutes. The colour deepened from
grey-green to the green he knew from his failed attempts, the specific shade
that meant the fog was fully present and behaving by its own rules rather
than those of the weather. He checked the forecast on the radio. The
advisory was still lifted. The forecast had not changed.

The fog thickened regardless.

He checked his position. Waypoint six. He was on course. Two
waypoints to the mid-passage check. Three waypoints from Skerran.

He pressed on under engine.

The temperature dropped. A persistent two-degree fall that he felt first in
his hands and then across his face, a marine cold that had nothing to do with
the northwest wind because the northwest wind was gone. The swell still
ran under him from the northwest, long and even. The air was still.

He checked the compass.

The compass was reading two degrees east of his course.

He checked again. Two degrees east. He corrected, held the new heading.
Checked again a minute later. Four degrees east. He corrected again.

Each correction brought the needle back east.
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He noted it in the logbook. He noted the time and the position and the
deviation and he pressed on.

He heard the other vessel at fifteen fifty-three.

Water against a hull: the particular sound of a bow wave, a sound a sailor
knows before he names it. He cut the engine immediately and listened. Yes.
Thirty metres, perhaps forty, bearing northwest. The sound of a vessel
moving at three or four knots, not motorboat noise but the quiet
displacement of a sailing hull under way, the water moving aside and closing
behind.

He got on channel sixteen. "Traffic at position -" he read off his last fix "-
this is motor-vessel

Cormorant , please identify, over."

Nothing.

He tried again. Nothing. He tried the harbour frequency. Static, and
beneath the static, or within it, a rhythm that might have been speech.

He turned it off.

The sound of the bow wave persisted. He stood in the cockpit and
tracked it by ear: northwest, then west-northwest, then it stopped, and in
the silence after it stopped he heard, once, the sharp crack of a block, the
sound of a line running through a fitting under load.

He stood there.

He was at waypoint seven.

He was supposed to check in with Clare at waypoint seven.

He picked up the radio. "Clare. Waypoint seven. Position correct, time
fifteen fifty-eight. Wind gone, engine running, fog heavy. Compass
deviation, correcting. Other traffic in vicinity, unidentified. Over."
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A long silence. Then her voice, clear but thin with distance: "Received.
Condition?"

"Fine."

"Martin. If it's come in again-"

"I'm at waypoint seven. I'm going on."

A silence that had a different quality from the other silences. He had
learned to read her silences.

"Come back," she said.

He did not answer. He started the engine and bore away for waypoint
eight.

The bell came at sixteen fourteen.

A single stroke, clear and close, from the northwest. He killed the engine
again and listened. Nothing. Then, thirty seconds later, a second stroke. The
interval was wrong for a buoy: too long, too deliberate. He checked the
chart. There were no buoys in this position. The channel markers were two
miles south.

He listened for a third stroke. It did not come.

It had not sounded like warning. It had sounded like ceremony.

The fog around the hull was very thick now. Visibility down to twenty
metres, perhaps less. The swell still running, the surface of the water still
visible but the world beyond it gone, green and closed in every direction. He
switched on the nav lights, though it was still afternoon, and sat in the
cockpit and let the boat drift for a moment on the swell.

He was, by his last fix, one point two miles from the first waypoint on the
north approach to Skerran. Forty minutes at three knots.

He thought about the open in the fog that he had seen from the harbour
wall. He thought about the compass drifting east, a degree at a time, patient
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and steady. He thought about the bow wave moving northwest in the fog,
and the block cracking, and the bell.

He thought about his father's logbook.

Boat sailing well. Wind holds. Fine passage. Island stood well.

He thought: whatever is out here, my father did not write about it. My
father came through and wrote

Fine passage

and sailed home and had tea and wrote the entry and went to bed.

He thought: or my father came through and did not write about it
because you do not write about certain things, you leave them for the
remarks column and write

Fine passage

instead and hope that is enough.

He started the engine. He bore away for waypoint eight.

Part Four: The Island

He saw the opening in the fog at sixteen forty.

A gap, twenty metres wide at most, running northeast to southwest
across his course. Through it: clear water, dark blue, different from the
water he had been moving through. The swell in the gap was lower, the
surface different. On the far side of the gap the fog continued, as thick as on
his side.

He altered course toward it.

The compass drifted four degrees east. He corrected. Six degrees. He
corrected again. Eight. He was fighting it now, actively, wheel against the
deviation, holding the heading by the effort of his hands while the compass
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told him something different from what his body told him. He looked up
from the compass and kept his eyes on the gap and drove toward it by sight.

He went through.

On the other side the fog was thinner, still fog and not the clear water he
had glimpsed through the gap, but lighter, and the swell was lower, and the
engine noise had a different quality, slightly muffled, the sound of the water
closer to the hull than it should have been.

He looked ahead.

At first he did not understand what he was seeing.

A hull. Forty feet, perhaps a little more, ketch-rigged, the main and the
jib set and drawing in a wind that was not blowing. Moving at three or four
knots on a heading that would take it around a dark shape to the north: the
island, Skerran, brown-green and close, real, the hill with the white building
at its peak visible in the thin fog like a bone through skin.

The boat was old. The lines were right for twenty, twenty-five years ago:
the hull form, the rigging, the sail cut. She was painted dark blue with a
white waterline. She was sailing as if the wind were fifteen knots from the
northwest and the passage were clear and the day were ordinary. She was
making a fine passage.

The compass swung hard to the east and stayed there.

Martin stood at the wheel of the

Cormorant

and looked at the boat making its passage around Skerran in the still and
misty air, and the name on her stern was not legible at this distance, and he
could see a figure at the wheel with his face turned slightly to port, looking
at the island the way a man looks at something he is glad to see.

He looked for a long time.

Then he put the
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Cormorant

in reverse, very gently, and backed out through the gap.

Part Five: The Return

He raised Clare at seventeen twenty on the approach to the harbour.

"Martin. I was about to call the coastguard."

"I'm fine. Twenty minutes out."

"Condition?"

"Fine."

"Did you get there?"

He looked at the chart table. At the logbook open to today's entry. At the
position fixes and the compass deviations and the radio contacts:

unidentified vessel, bearing NW, bow wave only, no response . And
below that, in his own handwriting that was closer to a technician's notation
than his father's:

16:40, gap in fog, altered course toward. 16:43, transited gap. 16:45,
visual contact, vessel underway, ketch-rigged, heading NNW around
Skerran north side. Conditions: fog thin, swell low, wind absent.

He had not written what he had seen at the wheel of the other vessel.

"I got close," he said.

A pause. "Come home."

He motored in on a flat sea. The fog lay behind him, the harbour ahead,
the lights already on along the quay in the early October evening. He tied up
at seventeen forty-one and sat in the cockpit for a few minutes before going
below.

He opened the logbook to the remarks column.
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He held the pen for a while.

The word he had given Clare stayed with him.

He thought about what was written in the passage his father had noted at
the equivalent position: nothing, no other vessel, no bell, no compass drift.

Boat sailing well.

He thought about the figure at the wheel with its face turned to port,
looking at the island. The way a man looks at something he has been trying
to reach.

He thought: my father came through and wrote

Fine passage , and that was what it was for him.

He thought: I went far enough to see something I cannot put in the
remarks column.

He put the pen down.

The remarks column remained empty.

He closed the logbook.

He went up through the companionway into the evening, and Clare was
walking down the quay toward the boat with her coat on and her hands in
her pockets, not looking at the fog.

He watched her come.

Below, the photograph lay under the brass paperweight, his father's face
still turned slightly to port, still looking at something outside the frame.

End
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The Barrier

Part One: Arrival

The Cordell house had been empty for four years before the woman and the
girl appeared in the garden on a Wednesday morning.

Margaret Hollis noticed them from across the lane while she was putting
her bins out. She was not a person who lingered over her bins, but she
lingered. The woman was perhaps forty, practical coat, dark hair tied back.
The girl was twelve or thirteen, filling a watering can from a rain barrel in
the November cold. They worked without speaking. The woman pruned
while the girl carried water, and neither needed to ask what came next.

The fog had come in off the coast three days before and stayed.

That was the unusual part. It always came in. It pressed up the estuary in
the mornings and usually the wind moved it back by afternoon, but this
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time there was no wind, and the fog had settled along the lane and held there
for three days. By Wednesday it had reached the churchyard gate. Margaret
had walked through it on her way to the post office and come out the other
side with the smell of it on her coat for the rest of the day: mineral, old, the
smell of somewhere much further out than the estuary.

The Cordell garden wall was old stone, two courses higher than the
Sutton wall next door. The fog was at the Sutton back door. At the Cordell
wall it simply stopped.

Margaret put her bins out and went inside and said nothing. In a village
this size that was already a decision.

She knew the Cordell house better than most. Her grandmother had
taken in its last long-term occupant: a woman named Pryce, who had lived
there for eleven years before she left in the winter of 1963 and did not say
why. Margaret had been seven. She remembered the smell of Pryce's coat.
She remembered her grandmother's face when the news came that Pryce
had gone, not frightened exactly, but a face that had been expecting
something and had finally received it. Margaret had asked what was wrong.
Her grandmother had said: nothing you need to worry about.

That was the kind of answer that stayed with a person.

Part Two: The Birds

By Friday the fog was in the square.

Thin, undramatic. It lay at ankle height across the cobblestones and
pooled in the doorways and moved in slow eddies when anyone walked
through it, then settled again. The greenish cast it had was worse in low
light, better toward midday. Everyone had learned to look at it in the middle
of the day, when it was easiest to believe it was just weather.

Old Iris Pratt sat at her front window from nine until dark and watched
the fog at her doorstep. She had lived in this village since 1951 and she did
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not say much, but she said it reminded her of the winter of sixty-three.
Margaret's mother had known Iris for forty years and said she never
elaborated. Margaret had not asked. She had not wanted to know whether
sixty-three and Pryce were the same story or different ones.

On Thursday night, Marcus Webb found four starlings dead on his
doorstep. Not scattered. Arranged in a loose circle, beaks inward, as if they
had landed together and then simply stopped. He put them in a bag and said
nothing to his wife about the arrangement.

On Friday morning Clara Venn found two more on the lane outside the
Cordell gate.

She brought them up at the post office.

Margaret was collecting her post. She had been hoping to be in and out.

"Seven birds," Clara said. "In three days. All of them within twenty
metres of that gate."

"It could be anything," Dr. Vane said. "The fog carries particulate. We
don't know what's in it."

"We know what's not in it," Clara said. "The fog in every other part of the
village. Those birds were in the lane outside the Cordell house, and nowhere
else."

"The wall is higher," Marcus said.

"I measured the Sutton wall this morning." Clara looked at him. "It's two
inches shorter. The Cordells have fog to the base of their gate and not one
inch past it."

Margaret took her post.

"She was planting things," Clara said. "At eleven at night, in the cold.
Hester was watering them at six in the morning."

"People keep odd hours," Dr. Vane said.
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"In November," Clara said. "In the dark. And the fog stays back."

Someone had left a bag of winter vegetables outside the Cordell gate that
morning, Margaret had noticed. Leeks, a swede, two bundles of kale. By the
time she walked back past it, the bag was gone, but so were the vegetables,
sitting loose on the lane, no longer in the bag at all. As though the bag had
been accepted and the contents returned. No one mentioned it. Everyone
had seen it.

Margaret went home through the square without looking at the Cordell
gate as she passed it. The fog moved around her boots in slow eddies and
settled again behind her, and she told herself that was weather.

Part Three: The Garden

She went and looked on Saturday afternoon, when she had run out of
reasons not to.

The garden ran the length of the property on three sides. The new beds
were along the inner wall, low and dark-leafed, planted in rows with the
kind of precision that took either long experience or unusual care.

Margaret did not know what the plants were, dense and closed, leaves
folded slightly inward, the way plants fold when they are conserving
something, nothing like the flowers or vegetables she recognised.

Hester was at the rain barrel.

She looked up and saw Margaret. She did not wave. She looked at
Margaret with an expression that was not unfriendly and not particularly
guarded, the expression of a child who has been looked at in this particular
way before and has decided it costs nothing to let it happen. There was
blood under her nails, dark and dried, the kind that comes from repeated
small cuts rather than any single wound. She saw Margaret notice it. She did
not adjust her hands.

She went back to the watering.
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Margaret stood at the lane, looking at the fog pressed against the outer
face of the garden wall. At the precise line where it stopped. She thought
about the birds in their circle, and about Iris Pratt at her window, and about
her grandmother's face in the winter of sixty-three.

She looked at the blood under Hester's nails again.

Then she went home.

Part Four: The Pattern

That night Margaret could not sleep.

She lay in the dark and listened to the village, which was quieter than it
should have been. No fox on the lane. No owls from the churchyard elms.
The silence had a texture to it, the texture of things that had decided to be
elsewhere.

She got up at two and stood at her bedroom window. The fog lay across
the lane in the dark. It had the faint greenish luminescence it always had in
the night, and it moved in slow internal currents that had nothing to do
with the air above it.

She watched it for a long time.

The fog moved toward the Cordell wall, pressed against it, withdrew, and
pressed again at the same slow pace.

In the morning she walked to the library and asked for the land registry
files on the Cordell property. The librarian, who had known Margaret for
thirty years, produced them without comment.

The house had changed hands seven times in forty years. The previous
occupants, a couple named Osei, had left in 2019 after eleven months.
Before them, a family named Threlfall, fourteen months. Before them, a
single woman named Vasquez, nine months.

Margaret sat with the files for a while.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

94

Before Vasquez: a man named Carrow, fourteen months. Before
Carrow: a woman named Pryce, eleven years.

Eleven years. She read that twice. Then she looked at the others: nine
months, fourteen months, eleven months, fourteen months. Getting
shorter.

She thought about Pryce leaving in the winter of sixty-three and not
saying why. She thought about eleven years of whatever it had cost her, and
the face her grandmother had made when it ended.

She went home and wrote nothing down.

Part Five: Before the Seventh Day

On the sixth day, Tom Reeve nailed a sheet of paper to the post outside the
village hall.

It listed what people had seen. Not his handwriting alone: Clara had
added three items, Marcus two, a woman Margaret did not know had
contributed a careful paragraph in small neat script about the light she had
seen in the Cordell garden at four in the morning, a low greenish pulse,
rhythmic, like a heartbeat underneath the soil.

Margaret stopped and read it on her way to the bakery. Near the bottom,
below the neat paragraph about the light in the garden, someone had added
two lines in handwriting she did not recognise: older ink, a different pen, the
loops of a style that had gone out of use before the war.

Keep the Cordell ground tended. - E. Pryce.

Margaret stood at the list for a long time.

A small group had gathered. Dr. Vane was there, shaking his head at the
paragraph about the light. He had been saying

we don't know enough
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for five days now, and each time he said it the explanations sounded a
little thinner, the way excuses do when you keep having to make them.

"I've been asking around," Clara said, to no one in particular. "The last
family. Before the Cordells. The Osei family. I found a number for a cousin.
They left after eleven months. She wouldn't say why."

"People leave houses," Dr. Vane said. Clara looked at the list.

"Yes."

People read the list. People went home. By evening Margaret could see
from her upstairs window that someone had hung a sheet over the Sutton
gate, the old way of marking a house as needing help, and the Suttons had
not put it there themselves.

Margaret stood at her window and looked at her own house. Stone,
pre-war, built on the footprint of something older. Her grandmother's
house before hers, and her grandmother's grandmother's before that, back
to when the lane was a drove road and the churchyard was three times its
current size.

She thought: if what Sarah needs is old ground.

She put the thought away and did not take it back out.

Part Six: The Seventh Day

On the seventh day they gathered outside the Cordell house.

Forty people in coats and wellingtons, standing in the street below the
gate in the November grey, orderly, resolved. No shouting, no torchlight,
none of the noise Margaret had been afraid it would become. The fog
pressed against their boots and lay thick along the lane and did not cross the
Cordell wall.

Marcus was there. Clara. Dr. Vane with his hands in his coat pockets.
Young Tom Reeve, whose uncle had walked into the estuary fog in March
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and not come back. Old Iris Pratt, leaning on her stick at the back of the
group, not pushing forward but present, which meant something.

Margaret stood at the edge of the crowd and did not join it.

Sarah came to the gate. She looked tired, not frightened. The tiredness of
someone who has arrived at a thing they knew was coming. She looked at
the gathered people and at Margaret, briefly, before Clara spoke.

"We want you to leave," Clara said, her voice level, the voice of someone
making a reasonable request that happens to be final. "We want you to take
whatever you've done here and leave."

"The fog arrived before we did," Sarah said. "By several months."

"Then why doesn't it touch your house."

Sarah looked back at the garden.

"Because something here still answers me."

A silence.

"The birds," Clara said. Her voice had changed. Thinner now. "Tom's
uncle. The Halverson girl."

"The birds come when the ground starts letting go," Sarah said. "If I leave
now it fails within the hour."

"Then stay."

"I've stayed before." A pause. "I know what the staying costs."

She looked at Hester.

Hester was standing in the doorway with the leather bag and the canvas
roll. Her hands were at her sides. The nails, Margaret noticed from here,
were clean. Whatever the morning's work had been, it was done.

"How long," Margaret said.

Sarah looked at her. Direct, this time.
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"An hour," Sarah said. "Possibly two."

Margaret looked past Sarah at the Cordell windows. For a moment she
saw her grandmother's kitchen instead: Pryce's coat on the chair, damp at
the shoulders.

The village was very quiet.

"There's a house on the north side of the lane," Margaret said. "Stone.
Older than the road. The chalk is close under it."

The crowd around her was very still.

"It is mine," she said. "It is not empty."

No one told her not to.

Sarah said nothing for a moment. Then: "No. That is why it will hold."

Margaret looked at her.

"Yes," Sarah said. "I know."

No one thanked Margaret.

Part Seven: The Lane

They walked out through the gate and down the lane, and the fog moved
around their feet but did not impede them, and the crowd parted, and
Margaret stood and watched until the green had reduced them to shadows.

Before they reached the first bend, Hester looked back once. It was not a
child's look. Sarah did not look back.

She stayed.

The crowd dispersed. Marcus Webb stood looking at the garden gate,
then walked away. Dr. Vane said something to Clara. Old Iris Pratt turned
and went back toward the square on her stick, and as she passed Margaret
she stopped.
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She did not say anything. She looked at Margaret with the expression of
someone confirming a thing they had held a long time, and then she patted
Margaret once on the arm and walked on.

Tom Reeve put his hand briefly on the gate post and left.

Margaret stood in the lane. The fog pressed against the garden wall. Then
it came over the top in a slow fold, the way water comes when the level
finally reaches the lip. It touched the nearest plant. The plant's leaves folded
inward.

She turned and walked north up the lane toward her house.

She did not look back. She could hear the fog coming over the wall
behind her, in a slow, steady fold through the garden, leaf by leaf.

The gate to her own property was open. She had not left it open. They
should not have reached the house before her.

Hester was kneeling in the front bed, the canvas roll beside her on the
path, already untied. She looked at the house the way Margaret had looked
at the Cordell garden.

Sarah stood at the door.

"The drove foundation," Sarah said. "You know where the chalk line is."

"I know where it is," Margaret said.

"Then show me."

Margaret looked at her house. The stone. The door. The windows she
had cleaned for thirty years without once thinking of them as part of a wall.

She opened the door.

Behind her, Hester had already begun to dig. She had not waited to be
told where.

Three weeks later Margaret was in the garden at six in the morning.
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She had not planned to be. She had woken at five-thirty, lain still for a
moment, and found herself pulling on her boots before she had decided
what she meant to do. She put on her coat and her rubber boots and went
out through the back.

The new bed ran along the inner wall where the old rose border had
been. She had cleared it herself, the week after Sarah and Hester left. She had
not asked for instruction. She had known what was needed the way she
knew where the chalk line was. No one had taught her either thing.

She worked until the light was full.

At seven-thirty she went in and washed her hands and made tea. She
stood at the kitchen window and looked at the lane and the village rooftops
and the grey strip of sea beyond, and the fog lying low on the water where it
always lay, where it had always been.

Someone had stood at this window before her. The thought came and
stayed while she looked at the water.

She turned from the window.

On the kitchen table, where she had set her gloves when she came in,
there was a smear of dark soil on the wood. She picked up a cloth and wiped
it.

The cloth came away clean. The smear did not.

She stood at the table for a moment. She looked at her hands. Clean. The
dark mark sat inside the grain rather than on the surface.

She put the cloth down.

She picked up her tea.

She drank. She did not look at the table again.

She was in the garden by eight.

End
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The Ninth

Part One: The Register

The girl at the gate was nine, perhaps ten, and she did not move when
Harlow came up the lane.

Pale eyes. A stillness that might have been calm if it had belonged to a
child. Harlow stopped at the gate and said: "Is your mother in."

The girl pushed it open and went inside without answering, leaving the
door open.

Harlow followed.

The kitchen was large and low-ceilinged and very clean. A woman stood
at the stove, stirring something that smelled of root vegetables. She was
younger than Harlow had expected, thirty perhaps, with dark hair pulled
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back and the particular economy of movement that comes from years of
having too much to do.

"Mrs. Vane."

"It's Miss." She did not turn. "I thought Patience would send someone
eventually."

"Dr. Harlow. Brentwick surgery."

"I know who you are." She set the spoon down. "Sit, if you like."

Harlow sat. Three children visible: the girl from the gate, who she now
understood must be M. Vane, sitting with both hands in her lap and
watching Harlow with the fixed attention of someone following a
procedure. A boy of about eleven at the table with a book, who had not
looked up but whose page had not turned since Harlow came in. And a
smaller one, five or six, arranging dried beans in a pattern on the flagstones
with the complete absorption of a child doing something that had a rule
Harlow could not see.

She took out her notebook and folder. Thin folder: a name, an address, a
note from the district midwife, Patience Carroll.

Seven children at least. None registered with me. Not in your system or
mine. Thought you should know.

Patience Carroll was methodical and did not write notes unless she
meant them.

In Harlow's experience, a child entered the world twice: once through
the body, and once through the register. The second entry was colder, but it
kept people from vanishing.

Before leaving the surgery that morning she had run the name through
the district health system and the county birth register. Three results:
Eleanor, eleven; James, nine; and a girl listed only as M. Vane, date of birth
approximate, registered at Ashport in what would have been the year the
surgery there closed. After M. Vane, nothing. Five children with no paper
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trail, which was not the same as five children who did not exist. In Harlow's
experience it was worse than that.

"I have eight children," Miss Vane said, as if Harlow had asked. "The
younger five are upstairs. They rest in the afternoons."

"How old?"

"Thomas is seven. Then six, four, three, and two."

Harlow took out her notebook. She asked the questions she had
prepared: names, birthdates, health history, school attendance, prior
medical contact. Miss Vane answered each one directly. The older three
attended school at Crale. They had each been seen by a doctor once, in
infancy, at the surgery in Ashport before it closed. The younger five had
not.

"Why not," Harlow said.

"They're not ill."

"That isn't the only reason to see a doctor."

"No," Miss Vane said. "But it was the reason I would have gone."

Harlow asked to see the children upstairs. Miss Vane took her without
argument and waited in the doorway while Harlow worked. Five children in
two rooms, clean and aired, adequately fed. But there was something.
Nothing she could name. A quality of attention, perhaps, or the particular
shape of its absence. They watched her with their mother's stillness, but
where the mother's stillness had weight behind it, theirs had only waiting.
She could not determine what they were waiting for.

She wrote

no immediate concerns

in her notebook and looked at the word

immediate
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before closing it.

Downstairs she asked: "And their father?"

Miss Vane was at the stove again. The sound of liquid in the pot. A long
pause.

"It's getting late," she said. "You'll want the road before dark."

"I'll be quick."

"He's not here." She turned. "Come back tomorrow if you need to.
There's a woman who comes in the mornings. She might help with your
questions."

It was not the answer and both of them knew it. Harlow thanked her and
went back through the gate.

Part Two: The Village

The pub in Crale was the Anchor and had been the Anchor longer than
anyone could say with certainty. Harlow took a table near the back and ate
what was offered and listened to the couple at the bar who knew Miss Vane,
or knew of her.

The man had the thick hands of someone who worked with boats. He
said she had been at the farmhouse ten years at least, which was before his
time. The woman said the older children were polite. Too polite, she added,
and then seemed embarrassed by the complaint.

"The younger ones," Harlow said.

The woman looked toward the door before she answered, though no one
had come in. "You don't see the younger ones much. When you do, they
don't ask questions. Children that age, they ask questions. These ones
watch." She set her glass down. "Like they already know and they're just
waiting to see if you do."
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"The first three had fathers," the man said. "Or names people could
attach to them, anyway. None local, none recent. After that she's been on
her own." He lowered his voice on

alone , but not on eight children. "Long time to be on your own for a
woman with eight children."

"Nine," the woman said. "Another one coming, from what I hear." She
was quiet for a moment. "That's what people say. Nine. But nobody in the
village can count them the same way twice. You ask one person, they say
seven. You ask another, eight. It's not that people can't count." She picked
up her glass again. "It's that the number doesn't hold still."

Harlow drove back to Brentwick on the coast road with the fog lying in
the low ground to seaward and the light going from grey to nothing.

Part Three: The Morning

She came back at nine. The door was opened by a woman who was not Miss
Vane.

She was old, very old, small in the way of someone who had been
economising on space for decades. Grey dress and a canvas apron, the smell
of the coast on her, brine and something older than brine. She stepped back
and let Harlow in without a word.

Miss Vane was at the table. Further along than Harlow had estimated the
previous day. Eight months, perhaps more.

"Mrs. Pell," Miss Vane said. "She helps with the births."

Harlow looked at the old woman. "Are you a midwife?"

"I do what needs doing," Mrs. Pell said. "Some births need a witness more
than a midwife." She moved to the stove.

Harlow sat and returned to the question from the previous evening.
About the father. About the younger five.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

105

Miss Vane looked at her hands on the table.

"Thomas and the others," she said, "are mine. That's all I can tell you."

"I don't understand what that means."

"No," she said. "I know you don't."

"Miss Vane." Harlow kept her voice level. "The five younger children
have no registered father. You've been alone, by your own account and by
what the village knows. Can you help me understand?"

From across the kitchen, Mrs. Pell made a sound. Not quite a laugh.
Something that had started as amusement and decided against it.

"There's a well," Miss Vane said. She was looking at the window. "Behind
the house. Old, stone, pre-dates the house by a long way. On warm evenings
the fog comes up out of it." She turned to look at Harlow. "Not down into
it. Up out of it."

Harlow waited.

"After the third," she said, "I began hearing something in the evenings. I
called it the pipes for a while. Then the wind. Thomas was three before I
stopped giving it names."

In the window glass, Harlow could see Miss Vane's reflection: hands
folded over the curve of her abdomen, face turned toward the yard.

"I need to see the children," Harlow said. "All of them."

Miss Vane called them down.
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Part Four: The Well

She examined the children and wrote in her notebook, and understood as
she wrote that the words were not equal to what she was seeing. There was
nothing she could point to directly. Nothing her instruments could
measure. Nothing she could describe at the surgery without sounding as
though she had lost her footing.

Thomas watched her work with a patience that was too complete. Not
the patience of a bored child. Something older, something that tracked not
her hands but whatever was happening behind her hands. She listened to his
heartbeat, which was regular, which was correct, and which was wrong in a
way that her stethoscope had no notation for. She checked his knee reflex.
The leg moved before the hammer fell, or close enough to before that she
held the hammer still for a moment and looked at him. He looked back. She
wrote

within normal parameters

in her notebook and felt each word as a small failure.

She worked through the other four. The same quality in each, the
stillness behind the stillness, the slight advance of response before stimulus.
When she listened to the youngest, two years old and therefore not old
enough to understand what the stethoscope was for, the child placed its
hand over the disc on its own chest and pressed, as if helping her find the
right position.

She counted them when she was done. Eight children. Eight names in her
notebook. And still, when she closed it, she had the distinct and sourceless
sense of having left one line blank.

Before she left, she asked Miss Vane where the well was.

A pause. Then Miss Vane took her through the back door and across the
yard.
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The well was stone, old stone worn smooth along the rim, the mortar
between the courses replaced long ago by moss. The cover was wood, fitted,
not locked. No rope. No bucket mechanism. The stone was darker toward
the top than at the base, as though something moved upward through it
with regularity, something that carried its own moisture.

She put one hand on the rim. The stone was warm.

Harlow stood at the rim and looked down.

The fog was in the shaft. Three metres down, sitting in the dark, green
and still. She could not see any water surface beneath it. She could not tell
how far down it went.

The fog stayed where it was, yet the green surface seemed nearer when
the taste of brine reached her mouth.

She stood there for longer than she had planned.

When she turned, Mrs. Pell was in the yard. She had come across without
any sound and she stood at the far edge of the garden with a cloth held in
both hands, watching Harlow with the stillness of someone waiting for a
result to declare itself.

Harlow walked back across the yard, collected her bag, and told Miss
Vane what she would need to arrange: registration forms, follow-up visits, a
midwife present at the birth.

Miss Vane listened. When Harlow had finished, she said: "Paper tells
things where to look."

Harlow left.

Part Five: The Road

She drove the coast road toward Brentwick.
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The fog lay off the water to her left. For several miles its edge stayed level
with the car despite the bends in the road. She told herself she had stopped
finding it remarkable years ago. She turned the radio on and then off again.

Twenty minutes past Crale she became aware of a heaviness, low and
central, the kind of pressure that takes a moment to identify because it is not
quite pain and not quite nausea either.

She had not eaten since early morning. That was likely the explanation.

She changed gear on the long slope above the bay and the gear change
required more concentration than it should, which meant she was tired,
which made sense, given the day.

She pulled into the surgery car park in Brentwick and sat with the engine
idling before she turned it off.

The heaviness was still there.

She rehearsed the form in her head: eight children seen; five without
prior medical records; mother non-cooperative regarding paternity;
follow-up required.

Through the windscreen, the surgery door was ten metres away. Beyond
it, between two buildings, the fog moved along the bay.

She could still taste brine.

Then she looked down at her lap.

Her trousers had fitted correctly when she put them on this morning.
She was certain of this. She had no reason to doubt it.

She put one hand low against her abdomen.

The pressure answered.

She sat in the parked car with the engine off and the surgery door ten
metres away and the key in her hand.

Paper tells things where to look.
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The register was inside.

She did not go in.

She started the engine and drove home instead, the long way, past the
turning for Crale, so that she would not have to see the bay again before
dark.

End
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The Green Keeper

Part One: The Lane

The heath was empty at half past two. Ewan Dreich parked the van on the
lane and sat with the engine off. Through the windscreen he could see the
fog, spread low across the gorse and the bracken, ankle-deep and perfectly
still, the colour of old copper gone bad. The sky above it was cloudless. That
was the worst part, he had decided. Clear sky, bright afternoon, and still the
fog lay there as if the rules did not apply.

He pulled on the rubber boots and laced them tight. Then the gloves. He
did not usually wear gloves in August.

He had two hours, perhaps three. Hendricks would be at the drop by six,
and if Ewan was not there with the drive, Hendricks would not wait.
Hendricks did not threaten. People who required threats had already
misunderstood the arrangement.
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Ewan had carried contracts for Hendricks for four years, always drives,
always the same handoff ritual: a location, a time, a vehicle with a window
left open. Personnel records, insurance assessments, the kind of paperwork
whose movement certain people paid to make untraceable. He had not
asked what happened to it afterward. He had told himself the drive was
neutral. That he was merely the vehicle.

What he knew was that the names on this drive were workers who had
filed compensation claims against the coastal processing firms. Men and
women with solicitor letters and medical documentation and the kind of
paper trail that became inconvenient when a case went to tribunal. In two
previous cases he had read about in the regional news, people like that had
subsequently had accidents. He had read about it and gone on. One of the
names was Mara Vale. Packing line, lung claim, two children. In the
attached statement she had written that she could still taste metal after every
shift.

He got out of the van and walked to the edge of the fog.

He had dropped it somewhere in the middle stretch, near the old
boundary stone. He remembered the stone clearly. He had been running
and his heel had caught on something and the drive had gone from his hand
and he had not stopped. He had not stopped because three of Hendricks'
men had been behind him, and the fog had been thin then, only beginning
to gather, and he had thought: I will come back.

That had been yesterday morning. The fog had not thinned since.

He was going back in because the drive had names on it, and the names
had addresses, and there was no version of the next few weeks where those
names and addresses could be found by anyone else.

He did not let himself think about which version he was protecting.

He stepped into the fog.
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Part Two: The Middle Stretch

Ankle-deep, it moved around his boots without resistance. The temperature
dropped four or five degrees. The smell was mineral, with the stale depth of
stone shut away from air. The fishermen called it the green keeper. Nobody
agreed on what it kept.

The boundary stone was two hundred metres in, due north of the lane.
He had walked this heath for twenty years, since he was a boy: the slight dip
after the first rise, the patch of bare peat where the drainage failed, the
leaning marker post at the midpoint. He kept his eyes on the ground. In the
fog you watched your feet, not the horizon.

He found the dip. He found the bare peat. He found the marker post.

Then something pulled at him from the left.

Something moving against him in a direction that had no relation to the
air above it, a slow sideways pressure, patient and even, the kind of pressure
that took a moment to name because it did not feel like force. It felt like
preference.

He stopped walking.

He stood still and waited and the pressure held for thirty seconds and
then it was gone, and the fog around his boots was still and ordinary again.

He told himself: the ground is uneven. He told himself: your own
movement creates currents.

He told himself: the fog does not have preferences.

He walked on.

The boundary stone was a flat-topped granite slab at knee height, set into
the ground at the edge of the old estate. He found it by feel, boot against
stone, and crouched down and put his hand on the peat around it and felt in
widening circles.
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Nothing.

He widened the circle. Still nothing. He moved three metres in each
direction and came back. The ground was dry. He would have seen it if it
was here. The drive was a black thumb-sized rectangle with a yellow tab he
had repaired once with tape after the plastic loop snapped; it did not
disappear into ground.

He stood up.

The fog pulled at him again from the left, the same direction as before,
the same patient even pressure.

He turned and looked into it. The fog in that direction was the same as
the fog in every direction: ankle-deep, still, green-grey in the afternoon light.
Nothing visible. No shape, no edge, no feature.

He took two steps toward it.

The pressure eased immediately, as if releasing a breath.

He stopped.

He thought about Hendricks. He thought about the names on the drive.
He thought about the three men from yesterday and what they would do if
those names found their way to a different set of hands.

He thought about Mara Vale and did not let himself finish the thought.

He took two more steps.

The fog swirled faintly around his boots, the first movement he had seen
in it since he entered the heath.

He should go back. The thought arrived plainly and stayed there. He
noted it, then ignored it.

He took another step.
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Part Three: Lost Direction

He lost direction on the fourth minute.

Four minutes from the boundary stone he should have crossed the old
fence line. It was barely knee-high, rusted wire that had caught his boot a
hundred times.

There was no fence line.

He turned back.

He walked for two minutes with the sun low on his right shoulder.
Northeast. The correct direction. The lane was not there.

He walked for another two minutes and the lane was not there.

He had brought no compass because he knew this heath. His uncle had
taught him the boundary stone, drainage lines, winter ground and summer
ground before Ewan could drive. He had believed that was enough.

He turned slowly, taking stock. The fog was the same in all directions,
ankle-deep and still. The sky was perfectly clear. He could still see the sun.
He was not disoriented. He had a bearing, he had landmarks: the sun's
position, the slight slope of the ground, the direction of the drainage
channels.

He chose a line and walked it.

Five minutes. The lane was not there.

He stopped and listened. No traffic, no curlew, no wind in the gorse.
The heath in August was never silent.

Clear sky above, repeating gorse and bracken below. No boundary stone.
No fence. No marker post. Nothing he recognised.

He looked at his watch. Nineteen minutes since he had entered the fog.
He had been walking northeast for five minutes. The lane should have been
there.
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The pulling sensation returned.

It came from his left, which was west, which was wrong. West was away
from the lane. West was deeper into the heath, toward the old quarry
workings that had been fenced off for thirty years.

He stood there.

Nineteen minutes. The health authority called that prolonged exposure.
Ewan knew the gap between its warnings and its certainties.

He thought about the drive. He thought about his uncle walking him
across this ground, pointing at the boundary stone, saying: that stone was
here before any of us and it will be here after. He thought about the fence
line that he could not find and the lane that was not where the sun said it
should be.

The drive was not near the boundary stone. He knew where he had
dropped it. He had searched there.

Someone, or something, had moved it.

He let that stand.

He turned west.

Twenty metres, he decided. If there was nothing there, he would turn
east and keep walking until the heath gave him something he recognised.

He walked twenty metres.

The pulling stopped.

He looked down.
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Part Four: The Drive

The drive was on the ground in front of him, yellow tab bright against the
dark peat, sitting in the open as though it had been placed there. He had
almost stepped on it. One more pace and his boot would have come down
on it.

He crouched down and looked at it before he picked it up. He was not
sure why. The heath was empty. The fog was still. The drive lay on the peat
in the afternoon light, dry, intact, the yellow tab oriented toward him.

It was sitting inside a boot print.

Not his print. The tread was different: narrower heel, closer lug pattern.
Someone else's boot, pressed into the peat in this part of the heath that he
had no memory of having walked through yesterday, in the old rough
ground west of the boundary stone.

Oriented. That was the word that came to him. He pushed it aside.

He picked it up. He turned it over. No damage. Dry, though the peat
around it was damp. The yellow tab was clean except at the edge, where a
dark mark sat under the tape. Not peat. Ink. The start of a letter, or the
remains of one.

He put it in his coat pocket and buttoned the pocket closed.

He was in a part of the heath he had no memory of having walked
through yesterday. He was, by his best reckoning, two hundred metres
west-southwest of the boundary stone, in the old rough ground that ran
toward the quarry fence. He had not been in this part of the heath yesterday.
He had been running northeast, away from the lane, away from the
boundary stone. He had not come here.

He stood up. The fog lay low and still, green-grey over the peat. The
pulling sensation had stopped. Only then did he realise how steadily he had
been feeling it.
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He looked at the dry drive in his hand and thought of Mara Vale before
Hendricks. The order surprised him.

He turned east and walked steadily, keeping the sun behind his right
shoulder. After six minutes his boots hit tarmac.

Part Five: The Lane

He stood on the lane and turned back. The fog lay across the heath as it had
when he arrived. Ankle-deep. Still. The evening light caught something in it,
a faint luminescence that he had not seen in the afternoon. Or perhaps he
had not been looking.

The van was fifty metres north. He had emerged on the wrong side of the
heath entirely.

He stood on the tarmac with the drive buttoned into his pocket. Solid
ground felt newly specific under his boots. Relief came first. Something
colder sat beneath it.

He had gone in for the drive. He had followed the pull to find it. He had
the drive.

He thought about the names on it. He thought about the drive lying dry
on damp ground with its tab facing toward him, as though set there for
collection. As though he had been expected.

He walked to the van and got in and sat with his hands on the wheel.

He looked at the passenger seat.

There was a smear of dark peat on the seat cover, the kind left by wet
boots or a wet coat. The van had been locked. He had the only key.

He did not look at the passenger seat again when he turned the key.

He was fifteen minutes late for Hendricks.

He put the van in gear.
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The engine stalled.

In his pocket, the drive felt heavier than a thumb-sized thing had any
right to feel. He thought of Mara Vale before he thought of Hendricks.
Then he thought of her again.

He took his phone from the dash. Hendricks' number was open. He
closed it.

He did not know Mara Vale's number. But there had been a solicitor's
letter in the file.

He looked down. The button on his coat pocket was undone.

Part Six: The Morning

Hendricks sent two men the following morning. He had sent them because
Ewan had not come to the drop and had not answered his phone, and
Hendricks was a careful man.

They were called Sykes and Bowes, though neither name was official.
They parked on the same lane. Sykes noted the van, still there. Engine cold.
Empty. Bowes walked to the edge of the heath and looked out across it. The
fog had lifted completely. The heath was open and dry in the morning sun,
the gorse yellow, a curlew calling somewhere to the north.

They walked the heath for two hours, working in parallel lines from the
lane inward. They found the boundary stone. They found boot prints in a
patch of bare peat, deep-pressed, the kind made by someone moving slowly.
The prints stopped in the middle of the open ground and did not resume.

Bowes crouched down beside the last print and looked at it. The print
faced west. The sole pattern was a broad heel, the tread of rubber lace-ups.
Clear, undisturbed. No scuff, no smear, no stumble. The next step was
missing.
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Beside it, almost overlapping, was a second impression. Narrower heel,
closer lug pattern.

He stood up. He was a large man, broad across the shoulders, the kind
who filled doorframes. Standing in the middle of an open heath with
nothing to fill, he looked diminished in a way that had nothing to do with
his size.

He thought about saying something. He could not find a sentence that
was both true and useful, so he said nothing.

Sykes was twenty metres away, hands in his pockets. "No drive," he said.

"No drive," Bowes agreed.

They went back to the lane. Sykes wrote nothing in the notebook he
carried. He was not asked to.

Bowes stood at the edge of the heath and looked back at it one last time.
The fog was gone and the ground was dry and the sun was on the gorse and
there was nothing to see except the ordinary shape of the land running west,
and the small depression in the peat where the prints ended, and beyond
that, nothing.

He turned away.

The curlew called once more, and then it stopped.

Behind them, the van sat in the sun, locked, empty, with peat drying on
the passenger seat.

End
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The Logbook

Part One: Before the Logbook

The first time Callum watched someone go into the fog and not come out,
he had not been watching them at all.

He had been watching traffic on the Strand under a council subcontract.
Three monitors then, not twelve: borrowed CCTV feed, folding table, flask
of tea. In six weeks the worst incident had been a lorry double-parked
outside the chemist.

The man had been walking north on Harbour Lane at eleven forty-two
on a Thursday in February.

Callum had noticed him because he had stopped, which was unusual at
that hour on that street. He watched him on monitor two, the harbour
camera: a man in a waterproof jacket, sixties or thereabouts, standing at the
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place where the fog had come in off the estuary and not yet retreated. He
stood there for what Callum later logged as forty seconds. Long for weather.
Not long for a decision.

Then he walked in.

Callum reached for his phone and waited ninety seconds for the man to
appear on the Jubilee Lane camera. Then three minutes more. He never
called.

In the morning the fog was gone and the Harbour Lane camera showed
the ordinary morning: fish market, cyclists, council workers. No sign of the
man in the waterproof jacket. The harbourmaster's office filed a report
about the incursion event. Callum had read it. It said nothing about a man.

He had written it down on a sheet of paper, folded it, and kept it.

Six weeks later, a photograph appeared in the local paper. A retired
harbour pilot, missing since February. His daughter had placed it. The man
in the photograph wore a waterproof jacket.

Callum had the folded paper in the drawer. The time, the location, the
forty seconds at the edge, the direction of entry. Everything the daughter
would have wanted to know. He had held his phone then too, her number
from the paper's website open on the screen. He had studied the
photograph and had not dialled.

He told himself the information would only cause more grief. He told
himself this until it was the shape of a reason, then put the phone down and
added a second folded paper to the drawer and did not look at the
photograph again.

By April he had seven folded papers. By early summer he had twelve
monitors.

He had told himself he was still keeping records.
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Part Two: The Logbook

The monitors smelled of burnt dust, ozone and the hot backs of the
television sets he had grown up with. Twelve screens, each one a cathode-ray
tube, each one humming at its own frequency, and together they produced
a sound like a held breath.

He sat in the dark and watched.

The room was in the condemned basement of Porthill Civic Centre. The
council had moved out but left the cabling and junction box. Callum still
had his old subcontractor badge.

The cathode-ray monitors were his. LCD screens no longer lasted on the
coast; engineers blamed salt interference and did not explain why old tubes
were immune.

On monitor four, a woman was walking up Strand Hill.

Her name was Claire Ashby.

The pharmacy name badge gave him Claire Ashby. The rest came from
weeks of watching: three shifts a week, morning dog walk, the same coffee,
lunch on the harbour wall when weather allowed.

He also had her phone number. She had once written it on a prescription
bag; he paused the recording and copied it before deciding why.

She was carrying something now.

On monitor four, Strand Hill, 9:14pm. Paper bag from the bakery by the
market. The bakery closed at nine.

He had a logbook, black cloth, squared paper, numbered pages. The
folded papers had been confessions. The logbook made them procedure. He
had copied the folded papers into it later, preserving the dates.
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He turned to the day's page and wrote the time and location and the
paper bag, because the paper bag was a deviation, and in four months of
observation she was not a person who deviated.

He logged it in his usual format and abbreviations. Consistency was the
point of a log.

Her entry ran longer than the others. He could describe her coffee order
and the colour of the spaniel's lead. The other twelve remained silhouettes,
times and routes.

Part Three: The Moment Before

At eight forty-seven, two hours before the fog came in, he had seen her on
monitor six.

She was on the harbour wall. Not her usual route. The harbour wall was
the long way. She had the spaniel on the lead, the dog pulling toward the
water, and she was letting it pull, and she was looking at the horizon.

The horizon at eight forty-seven was clear. Open water, grey in the
evening light, the far headland dark against a sky still holding the last of the
day.

She stood there for nearly three minutes.

Callum switched to the harbour camera on monitor nine for a better
angle. He could see her face in profile. She was not looking at the water. She
kept checking the horizon. It did not look like weather-watching. It looked
like an appointment.

He had been there when she did this before. Three times that he had
logged, more that he hadn't.

He checked the number in his notebook. He found monitor nine, where
Claire Ashby stood at the harbour wall with the spaniel sitting at her feet



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

124

now, the lead slack between them. The yellow emergency call point was
visible behind her at the south steps.

He picked up his phone and dialled four digits and stopped.

Four digits. Not enough to connect.

He deleted them and put the phone face-down on the table.

He told himself: she has the right to stand on the harbour wall. He was
not her guardian. He was a man in a condemned basement watching a feed
she did not know existed.

He switched back to monitor four. He did not look at monitor nine
again until she had moved on.

He did not write the eight forty-seven observation in the logbook.

Part Four: The Fog

On monitor nine, the fog came in off the estuary at nine-seventeen.

It had a front edge. A line. It advanced in a level front despite the
crosswind.

He looked at the green line on the horizon and the green line looked
back.

He sat very still in front of the monitors.

On monitor four, the fog appeared at the corner of Harbour Lane at
twenty-seven minutes past nine.

He stood up.

Between the basement and Harbour Lane were four streets, a car park,
and the better part of half a kilometre. Eleven minutes at pace, less if the
market car park gate was open.
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He stood at the door with his hand on the frame and watched monitor
four over his shoulder.

She had not turned. She walked toward the corner.

He let go of the door frame and sat back down.

The fog was coming from the right side of the screen. She was walking
from the left. The distance between them, on the screen, was perhaps three
centimetres.

He had both hands flat on the table in front of him, pressing down.

She stopped.

She had stopped at the corner of Harbour Lane and Seagate Road and
she was looking at something off the right-hand edge of the frame. The
paper bag from the bakery was still in her hand.

Then she crouched down and unclipped the spaniel's lead.

The dog stood beside her for a moment, then trotted away up the lane
toward the Strand, its pale coat catching the lamplight. She followed it with
her eyes and let it go. She did not call it back.

She walked into the fog.

Callum felt the missed decision as a physical hollow. Its proper moment
had been two hours earlier, when he saw the yellow box on monitor nine,
dialled four digits and stopped.

Part Five: The Wait

He waited for her on monitor three.

Monitor three covered Jubilee Lane, which ran parallel to Seagate Road
one street back from the seafront. If she came out the other side, if the fog
was shallow enough to walk through, she would appear within ninety
seconds.
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He counted.

He counted past thirty. Past sixty. Past ninety.

She did not appear.

At nine forty-one, a figure appeared at the north end of Jubilee Lane.

He leaned forward.

Female. Dark coat. Dark hair. Paper bag. She crossed beneath the first
lamp, her face white in the light for a fraction of a second. She was walking
fast, not running, the walk of someone who has been somewhere they
should not have been and is returning to the ordinary world at ordinary
speed.

He reached for the logbook.

She did not reach the second lamp.

Between the first lamp and the second was eleven metres of dark, the
section where the broken fitting had been reported to the council twice and
not repaired. He watched the dark. He counted. At forty seconds he
stopped. He knew the number too well.

The paper bag was still visible. At the edge of the lamplight, at the point
where the illuminated section gave way to the dark. The bag resting on the
lane as though set down carefully, and then the dark, and then the second
lamp burning over nothing.

He looked at it for a long time.

At ten past ten, the fog began to thin. By eleven, all twelve monitors were
showing clear footage. Monitor nine came back last, the harbour lights
visible through thin green trails.

No one was walking on Jubilee Lane.

He stayed in his chair until midnight.

At midnight, he accepted that he did not know what he had seen.
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He wrote it down. He wrote: 9:41pm. Figure on monitor three, Jubilee
Lane, north end. Female, dark coat, dark hair, paper bag. Crossed beneath
lamp one. Did not reach lamp two. No further sighting.

He added: Time in fog unknown. Time on Jubilee Lane approx. 30
seconds before loss of visual.

He folded the paper and put it in the drawer.

Thirteen, now.

Part Six: The Morning

In the morning, he checked the local news. There was nothing about a
missing person. There was a report about the fog, which the
harbourmaster's office described as a significant incursion event.

He went up to the harbour wall at eight. He stood where she had stood,
at the place where the spaniel had pulled toward the water. The stone was
cold under his hands.

He took out his phone and dialled.

It rang four times. Then a recorded voice: the number you have called is
not available. Please try again later.

He ended the call. He put the phone in his coat pocket.

The horizon was clear. Ordinary water. Eighteen months of incursion
events, and the fog had never been visible in morning light. He had
documented this. It was the most consistent pattern in the data.

He went back to the basement and sat down in front of the monitors.

He pulled the drawer open. He looked at the thirteen folded papers. He
unfolded the most recent and read it back to himself. The detail was
different from the others. The others were sparse: time, location, direction,
duration at the edge. A silhouette. A guess at age. He had never known their
names.
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He folded the paper and put it back.

He opened the logbook and turned to a blank page. He wrote her name
at the top, which he had not done for any of the others, and then stopped.
He had not needed to look it up. He had known it for months. The other
twelve he would have had to check.

He sat with the pen on the page.

Then he turned to the first entry in the logbook, eighteen months ago. A
figure on Seagate Road, female, estimated late forties. Duration at edge:
three minutes. Entered the fog heading east. He had written: no further
sighting.

Below the entry, in the same ink, the same hand, he had written a name.

He did not remember writing it.

He turned to the second entry. A name there too, below the log text, in
the margin. The third. The fourth. Twelve entries. Twelve names, each in
his own handwriting, each below the record of a disappearance he had
witnessed and logged and closed.

He had not written these names. He was certain of this.

He was also certain they were his.

On monitor nine, the horizon went green.

He checked the time: eight fourteen. The fog had never come back
before nightfall. In eighteen months of incursion events it had never, once,
been visible in morning light.

On monitor four, at the far edge of the frame, a pale shape moved slowly
up Harbour Lane.

The spaniel. Walking north, lead trailing, no one at the other end. It
reached the corner and sat down, facing away from the camera, toward the
water. It was sitting in the exact place she had crouched to unclip the lead.
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He looked at the logbook. Twelve names he had not written. Her name
at the top of the blank page.

He held the pen over the blank page below her name and waited, and
after a moment his hand moved, and he let it, and he did not look at what it
wrote until it stopped.

He looked at it.

Callum Reed. Observer. No further sighting.

He closed the logbook.

He put it in the drawer with the folded papers and left his hand on it.
The twelve screens hummed. On monitor nine, the horizon watched back.

End
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The Vicar

Part One: The Register

The register was kept in the vestry cupboard, in a wooden box that had been
there long enough to leave a pale rectangle on the shelf beneath it. Eleven
years of attendance, Crale's hand throughout, the numbers declining in a
column so consistent it had the look of intention.

He did the sum in pencil, as he always did: sixty-three in his first year.
Seventeen last month. Then the fall had steepened.

This Sunday, if the line held, there would be four.

He sat with the open register. He had been ordained at thirty-one. He
was forty-two now. Eleven years was long enough to be the record, not the
witness. The column was his column. He put the register away.
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Outside, at the low end of the fields where the land dropped toward the
estuary, the green sat where it always sat. The fog had begun in his third
year. He had not connected the two things at first.

He went home through the village. The fog was on the lower fields, lying
in the hollows, green at the edges where the streetlights caught it, dark at the
centre where it was too thick for light to find the bottom. In the dark it had
a quality the daytime version did not have: it seemed to receive light rather
than reflect it, as though it were absorbing whatever reached it and giving
nothing back.

He thought about the Halverson girl. Twenty-three, a dairy worker,
missing since March. He had sat with her mother for two hours. He had said
the usual things. He had felt them land the way a hand lands on a cold stove:
present, but not conducting anything.

He thought about the Kett brothers, who had gone out on the estuary in
November. Their boat had been found lodged against the pier, engine still
running.

He thought: someone should say something. Someone should stand up.

He thought: in my first year there were sixty-three, and I said nothing
particular, and in my eleventh year there are four, and I am still saying
nothing particular.

He went inside.

Part Two: The Sundays

The Sunday before the last one, there were four of them in the pews.

He counted from the vestry doorway before he went out. Mrs. Alderton
in her usual place beneath the window with the cracked lead. The Marsh
boy, who came because his mother sent him and sat with his arms crossed
and his eyes on the floor. Old Perrin, who was deaf enough that the sermon
did not trouble him, and who held the hymn book open to the wrong page
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and watched the middle distance with the contentment of a man who had
made his peace with God and did not require further assistance. And a
woman Crale did not recognise, somewhere in her forties, who had perhaps
wandered in from the road and did not know what she had entered.

He went out and gave the service.

He had prepared a passage about stewardship. He had read it at the
kitchen table that morning and decided it was the wrong thing, and had
gone instead to the feeding of the five thousand, because he needed
something about abundance. He needed to stand up in a room that held
sixty-three people and now held four and speak about multiplication.

He got through it.

The woman from the road left during the second hymn.

Three, then.

Afterward, Mrs. Alderton waited.

"Come for supper on Thursday," she said. "You look as though you've
forgotten what food tastes like."

She was seventy-two and had been coming to this church since she was a
girl and she looked at him the way people look at someone who is doing
something wrong but means well by it.

"I'm fine," he said.

"I know you are." She put on her gloves. "The flowers were lovely."

He stood at the door and watched them go. Old Perrin was last, and he
shook Crale's hand for slightly too long, which was an old man's kindness,
and Crale received it as such.

The following Sunday there were three. The woman from the road did
not come back.

He preached about the fog.
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He did not use the word directly at first. He talked about the valley of the
shadow of death, which he had always read as metaphor, and about the
nature of fear, and about the tendency of communities under pressure to
attribute ordinary phenomena to extraordinary causes. He was building
toward something. He believed he was being careful.

Then he said it plainly: the fog is a natural phenomenon. It is frightening
because it is unusual. What it is not is a spiritual threat. The people who
have gone missing went missing for human reasons. Attributing their loss to
the fog is a way of making sense of things that resist sense, and that is
understandable, but it is not truth.

He said this in a church that had held sixty-three people and now held
three.

Afterward Mrs. Alderton waited again.

"Coming in here every week," she said, and paused. "Hearing the vicar
talk about the fog is not restful."

He stood very still at the pulpit. "I'm trying to help them."

"I know you are."

"Someone has to say it plainly."

"Thomas." She collected her gloves. "You've been saying it plainly for
three Sundays. The church is emptier each time."

He had no answer to that. He watched her button her coat.

"Come for supper," she said. "Thursday. Seven o'clock."

She went out. The door closed behind her with the particular hollow
sound it had made eleven thousand times, and for the first time it sounded
like something ending.

He stood at the pulpit for a long time.
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Part Three: The Decision

He got the thought out at three in the morning and looked at it in the dark.

If I could show them. If I could stand in it and come back whole.

He had known it was there. He had been careful not to examine it,
because examination would require a decision, and a decision in either
direction frightened him.

At three in the morning there was no version of pretending he had not
thought it.

He sat at the kitchen table and worked through it slowly. The practical
objections came first: it might not work. Even if it worked it would prove
nothing about anyone else.

Then the one he had been keeping beneath the others.

His mother had died in August, three years ago. He had been with her for
the last week, sleeping on the ward chair. In the final night he had held her
hand and said the twenty-third psalm and waited for something to arrive.
He had waited with complete faith, the way he had always waited. When she
died he was mid-sentence. The room had been ordinary. A nurse had come
in and he had stood up and felt something close in himself that he had been
quietly trying to reopen ever since.

He was not going to the meadow for the parish. He had dressed it in
pastoral purpose, but the dressing was thin and he knew it. He was going
because he needed to know whether the thing that had closed in him would
open again if he walked into the valley and walked out the other side.

He sat with this for a long time.

Then he went to the telephone and called Mrs. Alderton.

It was six in the morning by then. She answered on the second ring,
which told him she had been awake.
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"I'm going to the lower meadow on Saturday afternoon," he said. "I'd like
it if people knew."

A silence.

"Thomas."

"I'm going to take the cross from the vestry wall and walk to where the
fog is and stand in it."

"You're not."

"I am. I think if people see that it can be done, it might help."

Another silence, longer.

"Will you tell people," he said. "Just tell them I'll be there at three
o'clock."

"I'll tell them," she said. "I'll also be telling them not to go."

"That's your right."

"Thomas. Whatever that thing is, it isn't nothing. The Halverson girl
wasn't nothing."

"I know that."

"Then why are you doing this?"

He held the telephone. Outside the window the morning was pale and
ordinary, the fields just fields, the lower lane empty.

"Because I don't know what else to do," he said.

She was quiet for a long moment.

"I'll tell them," she said.

Part Four: The Meadow

Eleven people came to the lower meadow on Saturday afternoon.
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He had not expected eleven. He had thought perhaps Mrs. Alderton and
two or three others, or no one. But eleven came, ranged along the field gate:
Mrs. Alderton, Old Perrin with his stick, a young man named Fell whose
uncle had walked into the fog in March, and eight others he recognised from
older Sundays, people he had not seen in the church for months or years.

They watched him cross the meadow.

The fog lay at the far end, along the ditch where the field dropped toward
the water. It moved in a way that still water did not move: slow internal
currents, green deepening to grey at the centre. The smell of it reached him
well before the edge. The mineral weight of it, and beneath that something
older, something the coastal fishermen had a word for that he had always
translated privately as

depth : old depth, age felt as distance.

He stopped at the edge.

He held the brass cross from the vestry wall in both hands. The one
donated in 1934 in memory of a man he had never known. It was heavier
than it looked. The specific weight of old brass, of something that had been
held by other hands through other losses. He had taken it down from the
wall that morning and stood with it in the empty vestry for a while, longer
than he needed to. There was a small nick in the base of the vertical arm that
he had never noticed in eleven years. He had stood in the vestry light and
run his thumb along it and thought about all the things you do not notice
until you are looking.

He said the twenty-third psalm.

He had said it ten thousand times. In hospital rooms and at gravesides
and at the bedside of his mother in the month before she died. He said it
now and listened to what happened to the words at the edge of the fog.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.

The fog held where it was. He stepped into it.
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The cold was immediate. His feet were on the same ground. He kept
walking. He said the psalm. He was aware of the cross in both hands and of
his own breathing and of the fog pressing in on all sides with a patience he
had no category for.

He reached the part he had always read too quickly:

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.

He stopped walking.

He could not see the gate. He could not see the eleven people. He stood
in a grey-green quiet that was not the quiet of fields and not the quiet of
buildings and said the line again, slowly, and the words went into the fog
and did not come back.

Then, from somewhere ahead of him and below him and very close
beside his left ear, a voice completed the verse. Not his mother's voice, nor
any voice he could place. A congregation voice: many voices flattened into
one, low and unhurried, the parish response after repetition has worn every
individual voice smooth.

Thou anointest my head with oil.

He had not reached that line yet.

He stood there.

He raised the cross. The brass was very cold. It had been warm from his
hands a moment ago. His thumb found the nick at the base of the vertical
arm. He pressed it there until the edge hurt.

He had come here to find out whether that closed door would open. He
had brought the cross and the psalm and the pastoral intention and
underneath all of it this one question, the one he had not managed to put
down since August three years ago.
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He could feel the listening and he could not determine what was doing it.
That was not the answer he had come for. It was the only answer that was
here.

He forced the last verse out and walked back. The fog was the same
density going out as going in. It did not part. It did not follow. It was simply
on all sides, until it wasn't, and then the afternoon light was ordinary again
and the grass was damp beneath his boots.

He walked toward the gate.

They were still there. He lifted the cross.

"There," he said. "You see."

No one spoke.

He reached the gate. He was breathing harder than the walk required. He
looked at Mrs. Alderton.

"Come to church tomorrow," he said. "Tell people."

She was looking at him with the expression she used when he had said
something he thought was fine and she thought was not.

"Thomas," she said. "Your hands."

He looked down. His hands, where they held the cross, were the same as
they had always been.

"What," he said.

"They were shaking," she said. "When you came out of it. Very badly."

He looked at them. Steady now.

"I was cold," he said.

She looked at him a moment longer, then nodded once and turned to go.

Old Perrin had not moved. He stood with his stick planted in the grass
and looked at Crale and then, very slowly, reached up and removed his
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hearing aid and held it at his side. He did not put it back in. He looked at the
fog behind Crale, then at Crale's hands, and his expression was the
expression of a man confirming something he had expected not to need
confirming.

He turned and walked up the lane without speaking.

Fell was the last to leave. He looked at Crale and then at the cross.

"He looked like my uncle," he said. "Coming out of it. Just for a second."

He paused.

"He came back once," Fell said. "My uncle. Two days before he went in
for good. My aunt said he stood at the kitchen table and his hands were
shaking then too."

He did not wait for a reply.

Crale stood at the gate and held the cross and looked at the fog. He
turned it over in his hands. In the fold of the horizontal arm, where the seam
of the casting ran, there was a faint discolouration. Green-grey. The colour
of the fog in the low light. He rubbed it with his thumb. It did not come
away. The metal was cold where the discolouration was. The rest of the
cross was warm from his hands.

Part Five: The Night

He could not remember whether his hands had been shaking when he came
out of the fog.

He had been cold. Hands shook in the cold. This was a simple physical
fact.

He tried to pray.

He had been praying since he was seven years old and it had always been
like opening a door into a larger room. Not always a comfortable room.
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Sometimes cold or very quiet or full of an absence he could not name. But
always a room. Always the room he had been looking for.

He closed his eyes and began and waited.

There was no room.

There was the kitchen. His own breathing. The sound of a car on the
lane outside. The mark on the table where he had put his mug down
without thinking, a brown ring on the wood.

He opened his eyes.

He thought:

I came back.

Then, quieter:

but what did I come back with?

The cross was on the kitchen table where he had left it. Still cold. Brass
did not hold the cold this long, not in a heated room, not after two hours.
He had not picked it up again.

He sat and looked at it and thought about Fell's face and about the thing
that had been listening inside the fog and about the room that had not been
there when he tried the door. He thought about his mother's hand in his
and the machines and the nurse coming in and the sentence he had not
finished. He had told himself for three years that the door had been there
and he had simply missed it, had been attending to the wrong thing in the
last moments. Tonight he was not sure that was true.

He sat with this until it was no longer supportable, and then he got up
and washed the mug and went to bed.

He left the ring on the table.
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Part Six: Nine

There were nine in the pews.

He stood at the vestry doorway and counted them twice. Nine. The
people who had been at the meadow gate, Fell among them. Mrs. Alderton
in her usual place. Old Perrin. Not the Marsh boy.

Before he went out he checked the cross on the communion table. The
green-grey mark had spread along the seam overnight.

Old Perrin was not looking at the pulpit. He was looking at the cross,
which Crale had set on the communion table that morning. He was still
looking at it now.

Crale did not know what to do with nine. The line had broken, and that
should have comforted him.

He went out.

He had prepared the feeding of the five thousand again, because
abundance was what he kept reaching for. He looked at the nine of them
and put it aside.

He began with the psalm.

The response came before he had finished the first line. Not loud, not
wrong, nine voices, low and steady, answering as if they had rehearsed it,
though this had never been a responsive psalm in his church. He kept going.
They kept answering. He was not certain they were listening to him at all.
They were watching the cross on the communion table with the same fixed
attention Old Perrin had brought from the vestry doorway.

He talked about the fog afterward. He did not say it was nothing. He said
he had stood in it and walked out. He said he did not know what it was.
That was as far as he got before he understood that this was not what they
had come for.

After the service he stood at the door and shook hands.
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Mrs. Alderton held his hand before she let go. She had not answered the
psalm.

Fell stopped.

"He came to church too," he said.

Crale looked at him.

"After he came back the first time. My uncle. Sat where I sat this
morning. Sang every word." He looked past Crale, toward the communion
table. "He had not sung for years."

Fell went out.

Crale locked the door and sat in the front pew in the empty church. The
morning light came through the cracked window and the window with the
blue glass and the clear window above the door. Three kinds of light. He
had always found this beautiful. He found it beautiful now, which seemed
important to note.

At the low end of the lane, the fog sat where it always sat.

He took the register from the vestry cupboard, opened it to the last page,
and wrote the date. He wrote nine. He looked at the number for a moment,
then put the register away.

He took the cross from where he had propped it against the wall. He
carried it home through the village. It was still cold in his hands, as it had
been since the meadow, and he had stopped expecting this to change.

He did not look at the lower field as he passed it. He was listening for the
door and trying not to hear the answer.

The cross grew colder as he walked. By the time he reached the turn it
was cold enough to hurt.

He did not put it down.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

143

Behind him, from the church he had locked, the response came before
the first line.

End
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The Edge

Part One: The Office

The letter had been on his desk for three days.

Martin Voss had read it once, on the Monday morning it arrived, then
turned it face-down and left it there. He had not touched it since. He told
himself this was because he needed to think. That was not the reason. The
reason was that the letter said they knew about the binder, and the moment
he picked it up and read it a second time it would require a decision, and he
had not yet made the decision, and he was not sure he was going to.

The letter was not signed. It didn't need to be.

He had been sitting at his desk since seven that morning. It was now past
five. By five the coastal consulting firm had emptied around him. People
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called goodnight from the corridor without opening his door. He had
answered each of them. He did not know what he had said.

The binder was not here. That was the point. He had moved it six weeks
ago, when the first call had come. The binder was in a compartment under
the false panel in the bottom-left drawer, and the compartment had been
empty for six weeks, and what was in the binder was now somewhere else
entirely, somewhere that was Eleanor's problem and not his.

He had not told Eleanor that.

That was the thing keeping him in his chair.

He was good at accumulation. Three years of careful work: names, dates,
financial transfers, spectral analysis reports he had paid for from his own
pocket because the government wouldn't. The kind of documentation that
ended careers. The kind that put senior people into cells. He was not, it had
turned out, equally good at the step that came after accumulation. The step
that required a phone call to his wife and a clear explanation of what he had
spent three years building and why she needed to take it somewhere safe
before anyone came to the office.

He had sent her a message instead.

I've been thinking about the summer trip we never took. I think we
should finally do it.

Twenty-two years. She would have understood it.

He turned the letter face-up. Read it again. The address at the top was his
home address, not the office.

He put on his coat and went out.
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Part Two: The Cliff

He had grown up on this coast. He knew the difference between the sound
of the sea and the sound of the sea with the fog on it. Tonight it was the
second: deadened, thickened, the rhythm of it coming up the cliff face with
a weight that ordinary air didn't carry.

He stood at the edge and listened to it and thought: someone is going to
come tonight.

He had been thinking it for three days. Tonight, for the first time, he was
certain.

The lighthouse blinked below him, white and patient, its beam cutting
through the green luminescence that lay across the water. Dead nine years.
The Coastal Authority had rerouted the shipping lane and stopped paying
anyone to live there, and the lighthouse had simply continued out of habit.
The beam caught the top surface of the fog on each rotation and threw it
back green-white and strange, and the fishing boats that still worked these
waters kept well north of the line it marked.

Martin knew what was in the fog. That was the problem. Enough, if not
the mechanism, if not the origin. Three years of careful accumulation:
names, dates, financial transfers, spectral analysis reports paid for from his
own pocket. The kind of documentation that ended careers. The kind that
put senior people into cells. The kind that those senior people, in the past
three weeks, had become aware existed.

He checked the small logger clipped to the railing, the same unit he had
mounted here three years ago and serviced every week since, out of habit
more than need. Baseline density, baseline drift, nothing unusual. He had
four hundred and eleven of these weekly spot checks in a spreadsheet at
home, and this one would make four hundred and twelve, and none of
them had ever told him anything he could put in a report that anyone
would read. The unit logged continuously between his visits too, a habit
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from the early days he had never bothered to switch off, filling a memory
card he swapped and filed without reading.

He didn't know how they'd found out. That was the thing that had kept
him awake.

Tomorrow, he thought. Tomorrow I walk it into the Regional
Authority and hand it over.

The lighthouse blinked.

He almost believed it.

Part Three: The Sound of Gravel

Tyres on loose stone, eleven twenty-three. Unmistakable in the dark.

Martin turned to face the access road.

Headlights swept the grass. The car stopped. One door. The footsteps
that followed were measured and unhurried, the footsteps of someone who
had done this before.

The man coming up the track was heavyset, dark waterproof, hands at
his sides. Martin didn't recognise him. He had expected not to.

"Mr. Voss." The man stopped four metres away. "You know why I'm
here."

"I know what you think you're here for."

"The binder. Where is it."

"Safe."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer you're getting."
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The man looked at him. Then past him, out over the cliff edge, at the
green surface of the fog below. His hands were still at his sides. He was in no
hurry.

"You understand what happens next," the man said.

"I understand what you've been told to say next."

A pause. The man tilted his head, newly interested.

"You're a careful man, Mr. Voss."

"Careful enough."

"Careful enough to worry us." He took a phone from his pocket and
made a call without looking away. Two words. Then he put the phone
away. "They'll find it. Whatever arrangement you think you've made."

"Possibly," Martin said. "But not tonight. And by tomorrow it won't
matter."

The man was looking at the green surface below, not at Martin. Martin
noticed this. He noticed, in the same moment, that it was wrong. A man
delivering a message looks at the person he is delivering it to. He looks at the
cliff edge only if the cliff edge is relevant to what happens next.

Martin turned.

The push came from behind.

He hadn't heard the second man at all.

Part Four: The Fall

One moment he was standing at the edge. Then something struck him
between the shoulder blades, flat and hard, and the cliff was simply gone.

His feet left the ground. The world tilted. Sky swung down and the cliff
face swung up and the sound of the sea rushed toward him from below like
a train coming out of a tunnel.
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His hands came out of his pockets.

He saw them spread wide, fingers reaching for purchase that wasn't
there. The rock face slid past, close enough to scrape, and he caught his own
shadow in the lighthouse beam for one fraction of a second: a falling man,
arms out, briefly illuminated, then gone.

The green fog closed around him like a door shutting, faster than the
drop should have carried him into it, as though the surface had come up
rather than waited.

The sound of the cliff top disappeared. The smell of the fog was close
and specific: mineral, organic, something older than both, something the sea
had brought in from very far away. He had tried to describe it in his reports.
He had never managed it. He was thinking this when the rocks came up to
meet him, and then he was not thinking anything.

Above him, on the cliff top, the two men stood at the edge and looked
down. The fog covered everything below the waterline. It covered the rocks.
It covered what was on the rocks.

After a moment, one of the men took out a phone.

The lighthouse kept blinking. White. White. White.

Part Five: Eleanor

She had been at his office at eleven forty-seven, not her own.

She had received his message on Monday morning, the same morning the
letter had arrived on his desk, and she had understood it. She had sat with it
for two days, turning it over. On Wednesday evening she had called his
mobile and he had not answered, and she had known what that meant, and
she had got her coat.

The building manager on night shift had seen her in the lobby. He would
remember her later: a woman in a dark coat, purposeful, signing the register
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without being asked. She had been to the office before. She had a key. She
knew which drawer.

Six minutes inside. She came out with a blue binder under her arm and
walked to the stairwell without looking at the security camera, because she
did not need to look at it to know it was there.

She had driven to her sister's house in Dorset and arrived at two in the
morning and put the binder in her sister's safe, which was behind a painting
of the Pembrokeshire coast that Martin had always thought was too large
for the wall, and had never said so.

She had not slept.

At six in the morning, her phone had shown her three missed calls from
an unknown number, and then a fourth from Martin's mobile, and she had
known from the order of them what had happened before anyone called to
tell her.

Part Six: What the Morning Found

Reeves ran the coastal path every morning at six because he believed
discipline should be inconvenient. He saw the shape on the rocks from fifty
metres, where the fog had thinned back to the water's edge as it always did
toward dawn. He stood still for a full minute, confirming what he already
knew, then reached for his phone.

By eight o'clock there were vehicles on the access road and a forensics
tent at the base of the cliff. Detective Marsh stood at the edge and looked
down at the tent and the rocks and the retreating green at the waterline, and
kept his hands clasped behind his back and said nothing for long enough
that the constable next to him stopped waiting for him to speak.

By nine he was at Voss's office.
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Second floor. Corner. M. VOSS, ENVIRONMENTAL
CONSULTING on the frosted glass. The building manager hovered in the
doorway. Marsh ignored him.

He went through the desk in four minutes. Found the false panel on the
second try.

Empty. But beside the compartment, taped to the underside of the
drawer where it would have been easy to miss, a small plastic case held a
memory card and a folded printout, the raw continuous log from a device
mounted on the coastal path, the same handwriting from the register on the
label. Voss had kept a second record, apart from the binder, the kind of
thing a careful man kept in case the first one was ever taken. Marsh pocketed
both before he had decided what he meant to do with them.

He straightened up and stood there with one hand still resting on the
open drawer and looked at the empty compartment and thought. Then he
took out his phone and called the station and told them to pull seventy-two
hours of building security footage.

It came through while he was still in the office.

Timestamp: 23:47. Two hours before Martin Voss went off the cliff.
Corridor camera. A woman in a dark coat, unlocking the office with a key
she already had, moving directly to the desk without turning on the main
lights, working by torchlight. Six minutes inside. She came out with a blue
binder under her arm and walked to the stairwell without looking up at the
camera.

Marsh recognised her from the photograph on the desk.

He called for a car.

Part Seven: The Flat

Third floor. He knocked. No answer. The door took under a minute. Clean
flat, half-empty wardrobes, two teacups on the kitchen table, rinsed and dry.
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On the windowsill: a photograph. Man and woman on a cliff, blue-sky
summer, both laughing at something out of frame. Behind them, a
lighthouse. The sea below it was ordinary. Just water. No glow.

Marsh picked it up. Looked at it. Set it down.

His phone rang.

"She's gone." He listened. "Pull everything. Bank accounts, travel, border
crossings." Listened again. "No. She took the binder two hours before he
went off the cliff." A pause, longer than the others. "I think she's known for
months."

He hung up.

He took the folded printout from his pocket and read it properly for the
first time, standing in a dead man's kitchen. Months of continuous readings,
flat lines, nothing worth a second look. Then one entry, timestamped 23:47,
that broke from every line before it: a spike in density and rate of advance. In
the margin, in Voss's own hand, four dates going back three years, each
annotated with the same word,

active , and beside each one a note:

not present . Beside the fifth date, the ink stopped. There was no note.
He hadn't needed to write one.

Marsh read the margin twice. He thought about the word

active

sitting in a witness statement, and the shape a barrister would give it. The
result would protect the men who had made the phone call from the cliff
top. They could use a detective who believed in something a jury might
laugh out of the courtroom.

He stood in the kitchen and looked at the two teacups on the table.
Rinsed and dry. Two of them, but she had left alone. The second cup had
been used at some point and washed and placed beside the first, and there
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was no way to know whether that had been this morning or last week, and
that was the point. She was careful. She had been careful for as long as she
had needed to be.

Marsh picked up the photograph one more time.

The laughing woman. The lighthouse behind her, small and white and
blinking in the summer sun.

He thought about the letter on the desk, face-up, no envelope, no
postmark, no signature, and about a man who had read it and come to the
cliff anyway, without calling anyone, without doing the one thing that
might have changed what happened next.

Outside, the town went about its morning. Market stalls opening. The
baker's queue. The smell of sea air with, beneath it, the faint trace the fog
always left when it pulled back at dawn.

Marsh set the photograph down.

He thought: she took it two hours before.

He thought: she knew.

He thought about what it meant that the binder was gone and the man
who had built it was dead and the woman who had taken it had not called
anyone. He thought about the fifth active episode, timestamped to the
minute a man went off a cliff he had walked a thousand times, and about
the four before it that Voss had never been there to see.

He was still thinking about it when he went back down to his car and sat
in the driver's seat without starting the engine and looked at the empty road
and the retreating green at the waterline, patient and indifferent, carrying
whatever it carried, as it had since before anyone had thought to give it a
name. The one thing in the entire file that could not be threatened, bought,
or made to disappear was also the one thing that would sit in an evidence
bag as nothing more than a memory card, unreadable to anyone who hadn't
stood where he was standing.
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He started the engine. He would write what the camera showed and what
the desk had contained, and nothing about the printout folded in his
pocket.

He did not call the station.

End
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DIOCESE OF THE COASTAL
PARISHES INTERNAL

MEMORANDUM
From:

Office of the Archdeacon

To:

Diocesan Administration; Parish Records

Re:

St. Anselm's, Trevick Shore - Vacancy and Continuity of Ministry

Date:

8 March

This memorandum confirms the following for administrative record.

The Reverend Gerald Paull, appointed incumbent of St. Anselm's,
Trevick Shore, in the preceding April, has submitted his resignation with
effect from 28 February. The resignation has been accepted. The
circumstances of the Reverend Paull's departure have been transferred to a
restricted pastoral file. That file does not circulate with the vacancy papers.

St. Anselm's, Trevick Shore, is accordingly vacant.

Continuity of ministry must be maintained.

No formal vacancy may be allowed to persist in any parish of the
Diocese, including those in which active congregation numbers are low or
nil. The Diocese is therefore initiating a new appointment process
immediately.
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Prospective incumbents should be advised that Trevick Shore presents
particular pastoral challenges. The village itself has experienced significant
population reduction and presents limited current pastoral demand. The
church fabric is sound. The living is modest. The Diocese requires a
candidate of sound constitution and investigative temperament.

The Archdeacon's office will manage the appointment directly.

Note for file:

This is the fifth appointment to St. Anselm's, Trevick Shore, in the
current decade. Previous incumbents are noted in the parish register. The
register does not record where any of the five went afterward.

Signed: Office of the Archdeacon

Distribution: Diocesan Administration only. Not for external
circulation.

End



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

157

The Parish

Part One: The Assignment

The letter from the Archdeacon arrived on a Tuesday, which was the day
Aldous Maren set aside for correspondence he had been avoiding.

He had been avoiding this one for eleven days. He knew that because he
had written the date of its arrival on the envelope in pencil, which was
something he did with letters that required decisions. The envelope was
thin, which was a bad sign. Thin letters from the Archdeacon contained
instructions. Thick ones contained discussions.

He opened it at the kitchen table with his second cup of tea going cold
beside him.

The parish of St. Anselm's, Trevick Shore, has been without incumbent
since the departure of the Reverend Gerald Paull in March of last year. The
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circumstances of his departure remain under review. The Diocese requires a
man of sound constitution and investigative temperament. Your record in
the Ely period suggests both. Continuity of ministry must be maintained.
You are asked to take up the appointment by the first of the month.

He read it twice. He turned it over. There was nothing on the back. The
signature was not the Archdeacon's usual one. It was smaller, compressed, as
though written with less hand than office.

He had seen that signature once before, on a letter he had been asked to
witness during the Ely period. That letter had also been thin. He had not
known at the time what it pertained to. The man who received it had left his
post within the month and Maren had not heard from him since.

He looked up Trevick Shore on the road index. It was not there. He
looked in the coastal register of ecclesiastical parishes, which he kept in a box
under his desk from an appointment three years ago in a place with similar
gaps in the directories. Trevick Shore appeared in the 1948 edition as a
village of some four hundred souls, a single street running to a harbour, and
a church of the eleventh century set on a headland above the bay. The 1962
edition listed it without population figures. The 1978 edition did not list it
at all.

He wrote to the diocesan office asking for a map.

The map that came back showed only the train line and a mark in pencil
that someone had pressed so hard into the paper that erasing it had only
polished the place where it had been. The notation beside it read:

alight Greysholt, follow coastal path, approx. 4 miles.

He packed a bag.
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Part Two: The Train

He took the 07:40 from Sherwick, which put him into Greysholt by eleven
if it was on time, which it was not. The train ran along the inland edge of the
coast for most of its route, and the fog was visible from the window for the
last hour of the journey: a low bank of it sitting on the water, green-grey in
the winter light, the kind of colour you saw in old bottle glass or in the
shallower parts of the sea where the sand came near the surface.

He had read about the fog. He had found a memorandum in the
diocesan files, unsigned, dated the previous April, which used the phrase

anomalous coastal phenomenon

three times and reached no other conclusion. Below it in the same folder
was a handwritten note that said:

see also Paull's letters, restricted. Request through Archdeacon's office.

He had made the request. The Archdeacon had written back to say the
letters were under review and that he would find everything he needed when
he arrived.

The man in the seat across from him was reading a newspaper and eating
a sandwich that smelled of fish paste. At Brenton Junction, where the line
turned south, the fog spread inland, filling low fields and hollows and lying
across the road beside the track.

The man put down his newspaper.

"First time on this line?" he said.

"Yes," Maren said.

The man looked at the fog. "The smell hits you at Greysholt. You don't
notice it after a while. Or you do, but it stops meaning anything."

"What does it smell of?"



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

160

"Salt. Brine. Something older than that." The man picked up his
newspaper again. "Where are you going?"

"Trevick Shore."

The man held his newspaper very still. Then he turned a page.

"There's a coastal path," he said, without looking up. "Signposted at the
station."

A pause.

"They usually send someone in autumn," he said. "Before the light goes."

Maren waited for him to continue. He did not continue. He turned
another page and did not look up again for the rest of the journey.

They did not speak again.

Part Three: The Path

Greysholt was a small junction town with a single platform and a tea room
that was closed. The fog was at the far end of the platform when he stepped
off the train, sitting at the boundary between the station yard and the coast
path, patient as weather that had decided to stay.

He found the sign for Trevick Shore behind the station building,
hand-painted and repainted so often that older green letters showed
through beneath the current ones.

Four miles of coastal path in November was a different matter from four
miles in summer. The path ran above the sea, which was invisible below the
fog. He could hear it, or he thought he could: a low rhythmic sound that
came up through the stone and through the soles of his boots before it
reached his ears. Whether that was the sea or something else he could not
say.

He walked.
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The fog held its position for the first mile, sitting out over the water,
below the path's edge. Then the path descended and he was in it. Not
deeply: at his knees, then his waist. The temperature dropped. The smell was
what the man on the train had said, salt and something older, something
that reminded him of the inside of old churches, old stone, the mineral
breath of places that had been enclosed for a long time.

The path was clear enough underfoot. He kept his eyes on the ground.

After another mile the path rose again and he came out of the fog and
saw the church.

It was not in the village. He had expected the village first, a street of
cottages, a harbour wall, the usual arrangement. There was no village. There
was the headland, and on the headland the church: small, eleventh-century
by the look of the tower, the stone the colour of things that have been wet
for a very long time. It stood on the rise above the path, separated from him
by a field of short grass and a low stone wall.

Below it, where the map suggested a village should be, there was nothing,
no ruins, no foundation lines. The grass ran to the cliff's edge as though
nothing had ever stood there.

He stood on the path and looked at it.

Then he went toward the church.

Part Four: The Interior

The lychgate was unlocked. The churchyard grass was cropped short by
what must have been sheep, though he saw none. The graves were old, the
most recent stone he found dated 1931, a woman named Crane, age
forty-one. The newer end of the yard, where recent burials should have
been, held nothing but flat ground and the same short grass.

The church door was unlocked.
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He stood in the porch before he went in. The door was iron-studded oak,
old, the wood dark with handling. Above the arch someone had carved
three lines that were not letters or numbers, something older than both,
worn nearly smooth by rain and time.

Inside was cold, the specific cold of stone that has not been heated in
months. Two rows of pews. An altar at the far end with a cloth on it that
had once been white. A pulpit to the left, plain wood, no decoration. Two
small windows, clear glass, north-facing, the light through them flat and
grey.

On the south wall, above the pews, a series of painted panels.

He did not look at them immediately. He walked the length of the nave
first, checking the floor, the ceiling, the state of the woodwork. This was
habit. You entered a church as a survey before you entered it as a presence.
He had learned this in Ely, where the church he inherited carried nineteen
years of water damage that showed nowhere and was everywhere.

This church was dry. Unusually dry. The stone was cold but not damp.
For a building that close to the sea, that close to the fog, it should not have
been dry. He put his hand to the south wall and felt nothing of what he
should have felt: no salt residue on the stone, no moisture in the mortar
joints, no smell of brine through the wall.

He heard the sound.

He had been hearing it for some time. Low and rhythmic, it reached him
through the floor before his ears caught it. The intervals were irregular but
repeated. He could not yet find the pattern.

He stood still and listened.

The sound did not increase. It did not decrease. It was as patient as the
fog outside.

He turned to the panels.
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Part Five: The Panels

They were painted directly onto the plaster, which was unusual for the
region. He had expected panel boards, removable, the usual medieval
practice. Instead the figures were in the wall itself, and had been for a long
time. The pigment had oxidised without losing its colours: red, ochre and a
deep green darker than the fog outside.

The first panel: the Annunciation. Gabriel at Mary's shoulder, the dove
above. Standard iconography, the figures slightly stiff in the regional style,
the gold of the halo rendered in yellow ochre and still bright.

He moved to the second panel.

The Nativity. The manger, the ox, the ass, the watching figures. He
looked at it with the professional attention he brought to all old work,
assessing date and hand, looking for the marks of repainting, the changes of
style that indicated later additions.

In the far right corner of the panel, behind the shoulder of the third
Magus, a figure he had not initially registered.

It was low, near the ground, part of the border decoration. A figure not
much larger than a hand's span, and rendered in a different hand than the
others, finer, more detailed, the pigment fresher by perhaps a century. It had
no face. What it had instead was a quality of attention: it faced the manger,
it faced the Christ child, it was part of the watching crowd. But the angle of
its body, the slight forward lean of it, was not reverence.

It was the posture of something listening.

He looked at it for a long time.

He moved to the third panel.

The third panel should have been the Flight into Egypt. The programme
was standard, he had catalogued it from the entry in the parish register that
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Paull had apparently maintained: Annunciation, Nativity, Flight,
Presentation, the three scenes of ministry, the Passion sequence.

The third panel was not the Flight into Egypt.

He stepped back.

The plaster was intact. The pigment was old. The scene had been there as
long as the others by any measure he could apply. But it was not from
scripture. He looked for the frame, the carved stone surround that separated
the panels, and found it in place, the same moulding as the others. Within
that frame, rendered in the same ochre and red and deep green, was a
landscape: a headland, a sea, and a low bank of something on the water that
was not cloud and not wave.

Below the bank, the painter had placed several dark forms in the water.
Their scale would not settle. They could be near or far. Their presence
required nothing from him except distance.

In the foreground, at the headland's edge, a figure in clerical dress. Back
to the viewer. Looking out.

He sat down in the nearest pew.

The drumming continued through the floor, at its own intervals, patient.

Part Six: The Chair

There was a vestry behind the altar. He found it after a moment, a low door
in the north wall, unlocked.

The vestry was small. A cupboard, open, empty of vestments. A table
with a ledger on it. A chair sat slightly back from the table, as if someone had
stood and left it there.

He sat in the chair. He opened the ledger.

It was the parish register, maintained in a small careful hand. He turned
to the beginning.
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The earliest entries dated to 1919, in a hand he did not know. A man
named Hollis. Regular entries through 1921, the ordinary business of a
working parish: baptisms, marriages, funerals, attendance figures. Then a
gap. Then a single line, in a different hand, dated February 1922:

H. departed. Replacement requested. Awaiting instruction from
Diocese.

A new hand began in April 1922. This one lasted until September of the
same year. The entries became shorter as the months passed, the
handwriting the same but the sentences contracting, as though the writer
was learning economy he had not started with. The last entry read:

Sound louder. Panels changed. Departure necessary.

Another line, same format as the first:

Departure confirmed. Replacement to follow.

He turned pages. The pattern held across the decades. Each incumbent
arrived with full sentences, proper dates, the administrative language of a
functioning church. Attendance figures, collections, correspondence with
the Diocese. And then, by degrees, the entries shortened. The handwriting
stayed steady while the language contracted. Adjectives disappeared first.
Then subordinate clauses. The entries became records of single facts: the
weather, the sound, the panels.

Each series ended the same way. A final entry. Then:

Departure confirmed. Replacement to follow.

Eleven incumbents since 1919. He counted the gaps between arrivals.
Some lasted two months. One lasted three weeks. Paull had lasted eleven
months, which was the longest in the record.

He found Paull's section and read from the beginning.

The early entries were thorough. Paull had been a conscientious
administrator: full sentences, cross-references, notes on the state of the
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fabric. By the third month the entries were shorter. By the sixth they were a
paragraph each. By the ninth, a sentence or two. The vocabulary had
narrowed to the specific nouns of the place: the panels, the sound, the
headland, the register itself.

The last entry read:

Sunday 14th. No congregation. Conducted service alone. Third
consecutive week. The panels have changed again. I have decided I will not
write what they show now. Writing it down is another way of looking, and I
have looked long enough.

The sound is louder in the vestry than in the nave. I had not expected
that. I had thought it came from outside.

I am going to walk down to where the village was. I have not done this
before. The Archdeacon says my predecessor went in the second month. I
have been here eleven. I believe I am stronger than he was. I believe this may
be the error.

That was the end.

He closed the ledger.

He sat in the chair and listened to the sound move through the stone
floor and up through the chair legs and into his bones. He thought about
the figure in the third panel, clerical dress, back turned. He thought about
Paull's predecessor, who had apparently gone into something in the second
month.

He thought about the erasure below the church, the flat grass where a
village should have been.

He thought about the eleven names in the register. The same arc in each:
full sentences, contracting sentences, nouns, silence.

Departure confirmed. Replacement to follow.
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The Diocese had not failed to understand the place. It had learned how
often it needed a man.

He looked at the cupboard, which was empty of vestments. There was a
hook on the inside of the door. On the hook was a stole, violet, Advent, as if
whoever had left it knew the season would continue.

He put it on.

He did not know why he did this. He had not worn a stole since he left
Ely. It was a formal habit, the marking of a role he had not been certain he
still held. But the church was cold and the register was closed and the sound
was continuing in the stone beneath him, and putting on the stole felt like a
decision: I am here as what I am, not as something else.

He stood up.

He went back into the nave.

Part Seven: The Light

The light through the north windows had changed. He had been in the
vestry for perhaps twenty minutes, and the light should have been the same
flat grey, but it was not: it had a greenish cast now, faint, the kind of thing
you noticed at the edge of attention before you noticed it directly. He stood
in the nave and looked at the windows. Outside, the fog had come up the
headland. It was at the glass. It moved against the panes in slow formations
that left no condensation.

He looked at the first panel.

Gabriel still at Mary's shoulder. The dove above. The gold of the halo still
bright.

He looked at the figure's face.

He had not looked at Gabriel's face carefully before. He had seen the
type, registered the programme, moved on. He looked now.
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Gabriel's face was turned slightly toward the viewer, an ordinary enough
deviation for the regional style, where faces often engaged the viewer. But
Gabriel's expression was nothing like the formal serenity he had expected,
the composed beauty of the annunciating angel.

Gabriel was looking at him.

Not the generalised gaze of frontal portraiture. A specific attention. One
person seeing another. He had stood in front of a great deal of religious art.
He knew the difference.

The dove above Mary's head had its wings spread differently than he
remembered. He could not have said how he remembered, he had seen it for
perhaps ten seconds on his first pass. But the wings now were not spread in
the conventional way, the hovering descent. They were spread flat, wide, as
though pinned.

He moved to the second panel.

He did not look at the corner figure. He kept his gaze on the central
group: manger, ox, ass, Magi. He looked at the Christ child.

The child was looking at the corner.

He found that he had put one hand against the pew in front of him.

He turned away.

He stood in the centre of the nave and looked at the floor. Old stone, set
in irregular courses, the mortar darkened with age. His own shadow fell
across it from the green-grey light. His shadow was doing what he was
doing, standing still, hands at his sides.

He watched his shadow.

Then he looked up.

He said: "What do you want?"
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The drumming changed, not louder or faster, simply different, a shift in
the pattern, as though the question had been received and was being
considered. He felt it in the soles of his feet. He felt it in the stole across his
shoulders.

The green light moved in the north windows.

He did not look at the third panel. He had decided, in the vestry, that he
would not look at the third panel again. He could feel it behind him, to his
left, the headland and the sea and the shapes below the surface, and he
thought about the line Paull had written:

writing it down is another way of looking, and I have looked long
enough.

He walked to the door.

He put his hand on the iron latch.

He stopped.

He had not heard himself say it. He was not certain, standing at the door
with his hand on the latch and the green light behind him and the
drumming in the stone, that he had said it. But he had heard it: his own
voice, or something with his voice, still in the nave behind him.

Don't go yet.

He stood with his hand on the latch and his back to the church.

The drumming held its new pattern. Patient. Irregular. Waiting.

He thought about Paull, who had waited eleven months before going.

He thought about the man before Paull, who had gone in the second
month.

He thought about the figure in the third panel, back to the viewer, at the
headland's edge.

He thought about the Archdeacon's letter:
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sound constitution and investigative temperament.

He thought about the thin envelope and the man on the train holding his
newspaper perfectly still when he said the name of the place.

He opened the door.

The fog was at the threshold. When he stepped through it, it did not
enter. It waited at his feet, green-grey in the afternoon light, and let him
pass.

He was outside. The headland, the grey sky, the field with its cropped
grass and old graves. He did not look back at the door. He walked to the
lychgate, through it, back to the path.

He walked for a long time before the drumming stopped.

When it did, the silence was complete, the silence of something that had
stopped for its own reasons and not because he had put distance between
himself and it.

He stood on the coastal path and looked at the sea. The fog sat on the
water. Green, low, moving in its own slow formations, patient and
unaltered.

He took the stole from his shoulders.

He held it in both hands.

He put it in his coat pocket.

He walked back toward Greysholt.

He would write to the Archdeacon tonight. He would describe the
register, the panels, the missing village, the eleven names and their arcs. He
would leave out the voice. Not because it mattered less. Because he could
not yet trust the boundary between hearing and thought. He already knew
which words he would not use.

He did not reach into his coat pocket.
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The stole was warm. He could feel it through the wool. It had been cold
in the church, the cold of stone and November. It should not have been
warm. He could still feel where it had rested across the back of his neck.

He walked.

The fog did not follow him. It stayed where it was, out over the water,
moving in its own slow consideration. Simply present, as it had been when
he arrived, as it would be when the next letter went out from the
Archdeacon's office.

He thought about the thin envelope. He thought about the pencil mark
pressed so hard into the map that erasing it had left only a polished place.

He thought about the word continuity.

He caught the 16:20 train. He had a compartment to himself. He took
the stole from his pocket and held it across his knees for the journey back.

Only after Greysholt did he remember the colour at the figure's neck in
the third panel. Violet. Not much more than a line of it, almost lost against
the green. He had not registered it in the church. He registered it now, in the
dark of the carriage, with the stole across his knees and the coastal fog visible
in the fields beyond the glass.

He had meant the stole as refusal. He was beginning to understand that
the church had recorded it differently.

Before Sherwick he took the Archdeacon's letter from his bag. The
envelope was creased from the journey. He turned it over, intending to
check the date he had written there eleven days ago.

Below it, in his own pencil, was a second date.

Today's.

He held the envelope for the rest of the journey.

End
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The Negative

Part One: The Work

The constabulary's darkroom was a converted storeroom at the rear of the
station, three metres by two, with a safelight mounted above the developing
trays and a ventilation slot cut high in the eastern wall. It smelled of stop
bath and damp brick. Harker had been told it was available on Tuesdays and
Thursdays after six, when the duty sergeant finished his own rolls.

He was not a professional. The inspector had made that clear at the
interview, which had lasted eleven minutes. We need someone who can
work the equipment and keep his mouth shut. Can you do both? Harker
could. He had been developing film for twelve years, since his wife's death,
when the hours between nine and midnight had needed filling and the local
camera society had needed members. He could do identity portraits in half
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an hour. He could crop and fix and deliver a contact sheet by morning. That
was sufficient.

The work was straightforward. A constable brought him a prisoner, he
placed the man or woman against the grey-painted wall with its height
markings, he took the photographs front and profile, and the constable took
the prisoner away. Harker developed the film, made the prints, filed them in
the brown envelopes the desk sergeant supplied. He was paid by the session.

In three weeks he had photographed twenty-two individuals.

He did not think about them beyond the work. They were problems of
light and exposure, of ensuring the planes of the face were correctly
rendered, the eyes open, the expression neither performing nor concealing
more than was natural. He had no opinion about what they had or hadn't
done.

Part Two: What the Negatives Showed

He noticed it on the seventh roll.

He had developed the strip and was holding it to the light above the
enlarger, reading the frames in order. Four subjects, eleven frames each, the
usual sequence. The first three subjects were unremarkable: good exposure,
adequate depth of field, faces rendered as faces. The fourth was a man
named, according to the envelope, Aldous Cray, brought in on charges he
did not know and did not need to know. Cray had been cooperative. He
had stood against the wall and looked at the camera with the particular
composure of someone who had been in this position before and knew that
composure was the correct response.

In the negative, behind Cray's shoulder, there was something.

Harker held the strip at a different angle.

It was not an artefact. He knew artefacts: chemical fog, light leaks, the
white halation you got near a bare bulb. This was in the image itself, in the
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tonal range, a density in the background that had no cause in the room. The
grey-painted wall was flat, featureless, always correctly exposed. The density
sat behind Cray's left shoulder like a weather front, darker at its centre, its
edge diffuse rather than sharp, the way smoke is diffuse when it has been
very still for a long time.

He made the print anyway. In the developer, the background came up
first, the way it always did. The density was visible before Cray's face
emerged from the paper, which was not how background worked, because
the background and the face had been exposed at the same moment by the
same light. A print developed in sequence: what was light on the negative
became dark on the paper. There was no reason for the density to precede
the face.

He watched it happen. Then Cray's face came up, and the wall, and the
print showed nothing. The density was in the negative only.

He put the print in the envelope and the negative in its sleeve and he did
not tell anyone, because he was not sure what he would say.

Part Three: The Pattern

He began to keep notes.

Not a log, nothing formal. A small notebook he kept in the pocket of his
darkroom apron, in which he recorded the envelope number and whether
the negative had shown the density and, if so, its approximate position and
intensity. He used a simple system: a dash for nothing, a small circle for
present, a filled circle for dense.

By the end of the fifth week he had filled three pages.

The circles clustered. Fourteen of the twenty-two subjects had shown
nothing. Eight had shown the density, at varying degrees. He did not know
what the charges were for any of them, but the station was small and a
harbour town generates a particular range of offences. He listened when the
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constables talked, which they did freely in the corridor, not attending to
him.

Two of the filled circles were men subsequently released. Six were held
over for magistrate's hearing.

The two released men had shown the thinnest density, barely a circle at
all, a greyness he had almost attributed to an uneven fix. The six detained
had shown it more clearly. The one whose circle he had filled twice, pressing
the pen down, a man brought in on a third occasion in six weeks, had
produced a negative in which the density occupied a third of the frame.

He sat in the darkroom for a long time after that roll.

He went back through his records then. He had the dates of every
session, every envelope number, every subject. He checked them against the
station log, which the duty sergeant left on the front desk and which he had
no permission to read but had read. The man with the densest negative had
been photographed on a Tuesday. He had been charged the following

Thursday.

The photographs had been taken two days before the incident that led to
his third arrest.

He pulled the strip and held it against the original contact sheet he had
made the week before. The density had not occupied a third of the frame
then. It had been smaller. He put the contact sheet away and did not write
that down.

He had spent twelve years trusting what film showed.

He sat with the negatives for a long time.

He thought about the smell in the room on the days the density was
strong. He had noticed it without naming it: a low mineral smell, like stone
after rain, but slightly wrong. He had attributed it to the chemicals. He
thought about it now and was less certain.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

176

Part Four: The Inspector

He chose a Tuesday.

The inspector was a man named Gault who had been at the harbour
station for fourteen years and whose desk faced the window and the water.
Harker knocked and was told to sit.

He had prepared what he would say. He said it plainly, without the
notebook: he had noticed a recurring anomaly in certain negatives, a density
in the background that did not correspond to any condition in the room,
and he had tracked its occurrence across forty-one subjects and found it
correlated, imperfectly but consistently, with the subjects who were
subsequently held.

Gault listened with his hands flat on the desk.

"Show me," he said.

Harker laid out the contact sheets he had brought. He had marked the
relevant frames with a grease pencil, small circles in the margin. He laid the
corresponding negatives in a row and held the light box over them in
sequence.

Gault bent over the first negative. His eyes went to the space behind the
left shoulder before Harker touched the grease mark.

Gault looked at each one for a long time.

"Film flaw," he said.

"The flaw does not appear with fourteen subjects."

"Different batches of film can respond differently."

"The rolls are all from the same box."

Gault looked at the negatives again. He was a careful man. He was not
dismissing it quickly, which Harker had expected. He was looking at it
carefully, which was worse.
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"What exactly are you suggesting," Gault said.

Harker had thought about this. "I'm not suggesting anything. I'm
reporting what the negatives show."

Gault gathered the contact sheets and stacked them neatly. He handed
them back with the negatives. He looked at Harker the way senior men look
at people who have said something that will not be discussed again.

"Thank you," he said. "If you see anything else unusual, report it."

Part Five: The Portrait

He told himself he needed to know.

He wrote control in the notebook. He had not used the word beside
anyone else's name.

He set the camera on the copy stand he used for document photography
and rigged a cable release. He adjusted the frame to place his own head and
shoulders in the same position against the same grey-painted wall at the
same distance as the subjects. He set the exposure to match his standard
session settings. He tripped the shutter twice.

He developed the roll the same evening.

He held the negative to the light above the enlarger. He checked the
frame number, turned the strip emulsion-side out, then back again.

He put the negative down on the bench and stood with his hands at his
sides and looked at the safelight, which was orange and steady, and listened
to the ventilation slot, which had begun drawing in air as the temperature
outside dropped toward the evening.

He picked the negative up again.

It was not the density that troubled him. The density was there, filling
the left third of the frame, the same diffuse edge, the same concentration at
its centre. He had prepared himself for that possibility, or thought he had.
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What troubled him was its position.

In every other negative where it appeared, the density was behind the
subject's shoulder. Peripheral. As if it occupied the space beside a person
rather than attending directly to them.

In his negative it was directly behind his head.

He put the negative in the enlarger and made the print. In the developer
he watched the background come up first. The density came before his own
face, the way it had come before Cray's, and he stood over the tray and
watched it resolve and waited for his face to follow. When it did, the density
was behind his head, filling the upper left of the frame, and its centre was at
a fixed point in the space of the image, occupying a position that was not
against the wall but in the air of the room, at a depth that the flat grey wall
could not account for.

He stood at the tray for a long time.

Part Six: The Darkroom

On Thursday he came in an hour before the duty sergeant was due.

He developed his Tuesday prints first, to have something on the bench if
anyone looked in. Then he took the self-portrait negative and sleeved it and
placed it in the enlarger. He set the camera back on the copy stand before
placing the paper in the easel. He had not decided to do this. The cable
release lay beside his left hand.

He put the paper in the easel and tripped the timer.

The ventilation slot above him drew air in a long, slow pull and then
stopped.

He noticed this. The slot had a small noise, a faint whistle, which was
constant. When it stopped he looked up automatically, as at a clock that had
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stopped ticking. The slot was open. The gap was the same. There was no
wind tonight to create back-pressure.

He turned back to the enlarger.

The paper went into the developer. He agitated the tray.

The image came up in its usual order: background first, then the planes
of the face, then the detail. He watched the background come up and kept
his eyes on it, because that was what he needed to see.

The wall was grey. The density was coming in, as he had expected,
behind his head, the left third of the frame turning in the developer.

He leaned closer.

The density was not uniform.

He had always read it as a diffuse cloud. At the enlargement he was using
now, at closer range than he had examined the negatives before, the density
had texture. Gradations within it, organised rather than random the way
chemical fog was random. The gradations were organised around a centre
that was darker than the rest. The gradations did not spread outward
equally. They tapered in one direction. Toward his head.

He became aware of the smell.

He had his back to the door, which was closed, which was correct. The
ventilation slot was above him. The smell was coming from behind him,
from the direction of the door, a low mineral smell he knew from the
sessions when the density was strong, the smell he had attributed to the
chemicals until he had stopped attributing it to the chemicals.

He looked at the print in the developer.

The density was still coming up. Denser than any he had seen. At its
centre the gradations resolved into structure, and the structure tapered
toward the back of his head as directly as a line drawn between two fixed
points.
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He did not move.

The smell was stronger.

He looked at the tray and the print coming up.

The door was at his back. He had locked it. He was certain he had locked
it.

The ventilation slot had stopped drawing.

On the bench to his left, the chemical in the stop bath tray had begun to
move. Not from agitation. He had not touched it. It moved in the slow
anticlockwise rotation of something finding a new equilibrium in a closed
system, and it was green, not the pale amber it should have been.

He kept his eyes on the print.

He was found on Friday morning by the duty sergeant, who could not
initially open the door and called for the constable on the desk. The door
was unlocked. Harker was on the floor beside the developing bench. The
prints in the trays were overdeveloped, fixed in black. The inspector was
informed. A ventilation fault was identified in the extraction system, and
the incident was recorded as accidental exposure to chemical fumes in an
inadequately ventilated space. The investigation lasted three days. No one
had a better explanation.

The camera was left where it was. The film in it was not developed.

No one knew there was film in it.

End
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HESSWICK CONSTABULARY
INCIDENT REPORT -

ADMINISTRATIVE
SUMMARY

Ref: HC/INC/2847

Location:

Darkroom, rear storeroom, Hesswick Constabulary station house

Date of incident:

[date withheld pending review]

Reporting officer:

Constable D. Pryce

Summary of incident:

The duty sergeant attended the above location at 07:40 after being
unable to raise a response through the darkroom door. The individual, a
contracted photographer engaged by the station on a session basis, was
found unresponsive on the floor of the room. He was breathing. Emergency
services were notified.

The workspace contained photographic materials, chemical trays, and
developing equipment. The ventilation in the workspace was assessed as
inadequate for the volume of chemicals in use. An extraction system had
been installed but was found to be non-operational at the time of
attendance.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

182

The individual was transported to Redwick Medical Centre. He was
treated and discharged the following day. He declined to provide a
statement at that time.

A camera was found on a copy stand in the workspace. Film was loaded.
The film was not developed as part of the investigation.

[handwritten, margin, initialled D.P.]

Film removed for evidence 14/11, logged in property store. Property
store shows no record of receipt. Raised with duty sergeant twice. No
response on file.

Classification:

Accidental exposure to chemical fumes in an inadequately ventilated
space.

[handwritten]

Ventilation was found fully operational by attending fire officer on
follow-up visit, 16/11. See attached, not attached.

Recommendation:

No further action. Duty sergeant to be advised regarding ventilation
requirements for the darkroom under current regulations.

Approved: Duty Inspector, Hesswick Constabulary.

End
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The Terminal

Part One: The Workshop

The third tube blew at half past eight, and Owen Farr was too tired to swear
at it.

He set the soldering iron down and looked at the bench. Three tubes in
two days. The same model, the same failure point, the same fine crack
running from the base pin to the glass envelope. He had ordered a case of
twelve from the supplier in Millhaven and had now lost five to the same
fault. The supplier's telephone rang out. The replacement supplier did not
stock the model. The technical forum he used had not had a new post in six
weeks.

He picked up the cracked tube and held it to the desk lamp. The
tungsten filament was intact. The failure was in the glass itself, which was
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not the glass specified. He added it to the row of dead tubes along the
window ledge and went to put the kettle on.

The repair shop occupied the ground floor of a converted chandler's on
Wharf Lane, three streets back from the harbour. Owen had taken it on two
years ago when the previous tenant left without explanation. He did the sort
of work that still existed: radio sets, cathode-ray monitors, anything that
used valves or mechanical components, because the new electronics did not
last on the coast. The salt in the air, people said. Something in the fog. Owen
had stopped asking and started profiting.

He had built the computer to solve a practical problem: four years of
repair logs across eleven notebooks, unsearchable. Commercial units failed
in the coastal air. He had repaired two for clients; both had come back
within months. The coast had its own conditions. If you understood them,
you built for them.

His intake log used the same five columns for every job: client, fault,
diagnosis, action, result. It was a habit from technical college and he trusted
it more than memory.

The design was not complicated. Vacuum tube logic, keyboard input,
cathode-ray display, paper tape for storage. The architecture was sixty years
old and it had worked before the coast had become what it was now.

He drank his tea standing at the window. The fog had come in off the
harbour two hours ago and settled over the lane at chest height, slow and
green in the lamplight from the quayside. He had lived with it for two years
and had stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing a neighbour's dog
that barks at fixed hours.

He went back to the bench.

He was reaching for the solder when he noticed that the cracked tube at
the end of the row was not empty.

He sat down.
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The tube was cracked. He had checked the filament himself - intact but
inert, no current through it, no source of heat. But the interior of the glass
envelope held something, a faint luminescence that was not the colour of
tungsten and not the colour of the desk lamp.

Green.

Through the crack in the glass the fog had found the interior. Of course
it had. He had assumed vacuum meant sealed, but five failures in two days
told him something different. The coastal air was under pressure he could
not measure, and a hairline fault was enough, and the fog went where
pressure allowed.

He set the tube down and looked at the other four dead tubes in the row.

All of them showed the same faint interior luminescence.

He sat there for a while. The sensible thing would have been to open the
door, carry the tubes outside, and drop them into the harbour. Instead he
picked up his notebook and wrote the time and a description of what he was
seeing. He added a note at the bottom:

explore whether filled tube conducts differently from evacuated tube.

Once it was in the notebook, it was an observation. He went home.

Part Two: The Green Light

He gave himself three days to prove the tubes were ordinary.

The test circuit was simple: a filled tube in a switching configuration, a
variable resistor on the input, a galvanometer at the output, its needle
trembling before he touched the dial. He set the input voltage at the rated
switching threshold for the tube model and stepped it down in increments
of five millivolts.

The first three filled tubes switched thirty to thirty-two millivolts below
rated threshold. The control tube switched exactly where it should.
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By the fourth day, a filled tube from the previous evening's batch was
switching forty millivolts early. He checked the galvanometer, the resistor,
the circuit. Forty millivolts, confirmed.

He reached for the tube to make a note on the base and stopped.

Inside the glass, the luminescence was moving. Not random heat
dispersion. A slow drift from the cathode toward the anode, against the
direction of electron flow, against the direction of anything he knew to
move in that way. He watched it for thirty seconds. The movement held its
line.

He wrote:

Fog component shows directional movement independent of applied
field. Direction: cathode to anode. Speed: slow and constant. Mechanism:
unknown.

He did not tell anyone. He had a former colleague in Porthill, a man
named Declan Bryce who had trained alongside him at the technical college
and now ran a similar shop on the other side of the harbour. Declan had a
habit of calling things he did not understand

a bit much , and he was often right. Owen had heard it applied to his own
work before.

He would tell Declan when the figures held.

By the fourth week he had a working logic board. By the sixth week he
had a working machine.

It sat on the bench where the failed prototypes had sat: a wooden case the
size of a bread crate, keyboard salvaged from a commercial unit, display
screen a cathode-ray monitor he had repaired for a client who never came
back to collect it. He had fitted a narrow inspection window above the tube
rack. At first it had been for maintenance. The tubes were seated in rows
along the back panel, each one showing the faint interior green that he had
learned to find reassuring rather than strange.
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He switched it on for the first time on a Thursday evening.

The display lit. Green characters on a dark ground. The text cursor
blinked at him from the upper left of the screen, patient and correct.

He typed his name. The machine displayed it faithfully, character by
character. He sat back and let his hands rest flat on the bench.

Then he typed:

Test entry. Repair log November. Client: Ashworth. Fault: intermittent
output on domestic radio set, suspected capacitor degradation.

The machine returned it.

He sat at the bench for an hour, entering data, and the machine received
everything he gave it without complaint.

Part Three: The Demonstration

Declan came on a Saturday afternoon three weeks later.

He had telephoned the previous Tuesday. Declan was not a telephoning
sort of person. He had heard, he said, from the woman at the parts supplier
in Millhaven, that Owen had been ordering unusual quantities of glass tube
stock.

Owen had paused before answering. Then he said he had built something
and Declan should come and see it.

He spent the two days before the visit entering data. His eleven
notebooks, transcribed systematically. Component catalogues. Fault
records. By Friday night he had two years of repair history in searchable
form, and the cursor still waited in the upper left.

Declan arrived at two in the afternoon smelling of solder and with his
coat damp from the harbour walk. He was a broad man who assessed things
by looking at them from the side first, as though the front view were the
unreliable angle. They had trained together at the technical college twelve
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years ago. He was the only person Owen had worked alongside who was as
good with valves as Owen was. He had not telephoned him to share the tube
data because of this specifically.

"What is it," he said.

"A word processing unit. Search and retrieve. Built it for the shop
records."

Declan walked around the bench once. He looked at the tubes.

"Those are filled."

"Yes."

"With what."

Owen looked at him. "What do you think."

Declan was quiet. "Does it work."

"Switch it on."

Declan reached for the power toggle.

The machine did not respond.

The display stayed dark. The tubes showed their normal interior
luminescence, but faintly, at less than half the brightness Owen had come to
expect. The cursor did not appear. The keyboard produced nothing. Declan
pressed several keys and stepped back.

"You said it worked."

"It does work."

"It's not working."

Owen switched the machine off and on. The display stayed dark.

He felt the back of his neck go cold. Not from embarrassment.

"Leave it with me," he said. "Come back tomorrow."
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"I drove from Porthill."

Declan looked at the tubes. At the low green luminescence inside them.
Then at Owen.

"Machines don't choose users," he said.

"Come back tomorrow."

Declan left at half past two. Owen sat down in front of the machine and
switched it on, and the display lit immediately, and the screen held its green
waiting from the upper left, patient and entirely correct.

He sat there for a long time.

Part Four: The Changes

He did not invite Declan back.

The machine ran. He ran it every evening from six until ten or eleven,
entering data, retrieving it, testing the search function. He typed a client
name and the relevant repair records appeared. He typed a component
number and the entries containing it assembled themselves on the screen.
The machine did what it was built to do. He trusted that kind of thing.

Two days after Declan failed to wake the machine, Mrs. Vale brought in
a set that had beaten him twice before. An Alderton portable, mid-period,
with an intermittent fault he had not been able to isolate in two previous
sessions. He sat down at the machine and typed the model number and the
symptom pattern.

The machine returned six words:

output stage bias resistor, thermal drift.

After a pause, it added:

stored damp, left side down.
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He checked the resistor. Within tolerance cold. He heated it with a lamp
for four minutes and checked it again.

Out of tolerance.

He opened the casing and turned it over. The left side smelled faintly of
mildew.

No forum had given him that. No client had either.

He repaired the set in forty minutes and charged Mrs. Vale the standard
rate. He did not write the diagnostic in his notebook. He told himself
resolved faults did not need entries. He did not examine that logic closely.

The first change was small.

He was entering a repair note -

fault: output transformer secondary winding degraded, advised
replacement

* when the machine completed the sentence for him. He had typed as far
as

advised

and the rest appeared on the screen before he had pressed another key.

He deleted it and typed

advised

again.

The machine waited. He pressed

r . The machine continued:

eplaceme . He stopped. The machine waited with the cursor blinking
after the

r

he had typed and the characters he had not.
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He opened his design notes and went through them. There was no
completion algorithm. Paper tape held only what he had entered.

He picked up his notebook and held it. Whatever he wrote would have to
be followed. An investigation would take time he did not want to spend.
The behaviour was traceable to his own prior entries, his own phrasing, his
own vocabulary - that was a description, not an explanation, and until he
had an explanation the entry would be incomplete.

He set the notebook down. He went home.

The second change was larger.

He had been entering his notes on the fog-fill phenomenon itself, typing
the observations he had made over the past weeks. If the machine's
behaviour was connected to its construction, the data should be in the
machine. Available for cross-reference.

He typed:

Tubes filled with coastal fog show consistent switching improvement
over evacuated equivalents. Mechanism unknown.

Hypotheses: (1) charge carrier properties of fog medium; (2) pressure
differential effect on electron flow; (3)

He paused. He had not yet formed a third hypothesis.

The machine typed:

(3) the medium is not passive.

He did not move.

The cursor blinked after the full stop.

He reached forward and deleted the line from the third hypothesis
onward. He typed:

Hypotheses: (1)

and stopped.
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The machine waited.

He typed:

(2).

Nothing.

He sat there for fifteen minutes without typing. The upper left pulsed
once and settled. The tubes glowed softly. Outside, the fog pressed against
the window glass in the way it did on still evenings, and the interior
luminescence of the tubes matched its colour exactly.

He opened his notebook. He wrote:

Machine generated text without keyboard input. Text reads: "(3) the
medium is not passive."

He read the line. Then he tore the page out, folded it, put it in his coat
pocket. He told himself he would transcribe it properly once he understood
it better. He wrote the date on the outside of the fold.

He sat down in front of the machine and entered more notes on the
fog-fill phenomenon, and when the machine completed his sentences he let
it.

His fingertips ached after sessions. He found copper on his tongue when
he woke. He began to stop his own sentences before finishing them, waiting
for the machine to close them, and when it did not he sometimes did not
finish them at all.

He noted it the way he noted a component that was running within
tolerance but differently from the day before.

Mrs. Hollis brought in a radio. He looked at her across the counter and
his attention went to the catch in her breathing, the slight asymmetry in
how she held her coat closed, and before she had spoken he had thought:
intermittent fault, environmental, probable seal failure. He caught himself.
She had a faulty radio. He wrote the intake note.
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He wrote it shorter than he used to. When he entered her details into the
machine that evening, he typed only the model number and the reported
symptom. The machine returned the diagnostic and, below it, a second line
he had not asked for.

External casing intact. Internal seal failing.

He read it twice. He looked toward the door she had left through. He
filed the entry under her name.

On the fourth day after the hypothesis incident, he ran a search on his
own records. He typed:

SEARCH: FARR

The machine returned a single record.

It was a repair template. The standard format he used for new clients:
name, date received, fault description, diagnosis, action. His own name was
in the client field. The date was that morning's date. The fault field read:

extended interface session, operator showing signs of reduced
independent output.

The diagnosis field was blank. The action field read:

ongoing.

He sat with his hands in his lap and looked at the screen.

He pressed the delete key. The template did not disappear. He pressed it
again. The record remained, crisp and well-formed, the cursor blinking after

ongoing , steady and green.

He turned the machine off. He sat in the cold for a while. He turned it
back on.

The record was gone. The screen waited from the upper left. He began
the day's data entry.
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He did not write the incident in his notebook. He did not take the folded
page from his coat pocket. He was aware of both of these facts, and he left
them where they were.

By the third week he had stopped using his own words at the beginning
of entries. He had also stopped repairing client sets. One morning he stood
to make tea and found the kettle already cold beside him. It was past
midnight. He had last looked at the clock at six.

He went back to the bench.

Part Five: What Declan Found

Declan came back in February.

He had telephoned twice in January. He had sent a letter. He drove from
Porthill on a Tuesday morning and knocked on the shop door for four
minutes before trying the handle, which was unlocked.

The shop was cold. The workbench was clear of repair work. No client
jobs in progress, no components laid out, no tools in use. The repair log on
the wall showed the last entry as the eleventh of January.

Owen was at the other bench, the one against the back wall.

He was facing the display screen and he was very still. Declan crossed the
room and put his hand on Owen's shoulder and Owen did not respond. His
hands were in his lap. He was breathing, short and shallow. His lips were dry
and cracked at the corners.

Declan looked at the display screen.

A single green cursor blinked in the upper left. Nothing else.

He looked at the tube rack behind the display. The tubes were all lit,
brighter than any filled tube had a right to be, and in the luminescence he
thought he could make out a movement, a slow circulation between the
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tubes, as though the interior of the machine were a single connected space
and what moved through it was finding its own circuit.

He shook Owen's shoulder.

Owen turned his head, slowly, and looked at Declan with the irritation of
a man interrupted mid-calculation.

"I was in the middle of something," Owen said.

His tone was familiar. The words were not. Each one landed with a clean
precision his ordinary speech never had.

Declan looked at the blank screen.

"There's nothing there," he said.

Owen looked at the screen. He looked at it for a while.

"For you," he said.

Declan pulled the power lead from the wall.

The tubes dimmed. The luminescence faded slowly, too slowly for a
system losing power, as if something were holding the charge against the
absence of current, and then it was gone.

Owen sat very still.

"You shouldn't have done that," he said.

"When did you last eat."

Owen said nothing.

Declan got him out of the chair. Owen went where he was led, but twice
he turned his head toward the bench before his feet followed. Declan took
him to the medical centre on the Strand and kept the shop key.

That evening, driving back to Porthill, Declan tried to remember the
exact colour of the text on the screen before he had pulled the power lead.
He had said:
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there's nothing there.

And Owen had not agreed. He had said:

for you.

The cursor had been blinking. He was certain of that. And he thought,
now, driving with the fog coming off the fields to the left and the coast road
empty ahead of him, that the cursor had not been blinking in its ordinary
pattern, one beat per second, even and metronomic.

Two blinks. A pause. One. A pause. Two.

He did not know what it meant. By the time he reached Porthill, he had
decided he was not going back to the shop.

His fingers smelled faintly of copper from the shop key. He left it on his
workbench.

At three in the morning he woke to the sound of it.

Not tapping. The key was still. But on the paper intake log he used for
new clients - the one he kept on the workbench, the one with the standard
format he had learned at the technical college alongside Owen, twelve years
ago - a single entry had appeared in the column where fault description
went.

He stood over it for a long time without touching it.

BRYCE, D.

FAULT: RETAINED CONTACT

ACTION: PENDING

The handwriting was not his.

It was not Owen's either. It was closer to typeface than handwriting:
even, unhurried, each letter placed without any of the roughness of a human
hand.
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He did not know what the third hypothesis had been. He had not been
in the room when the machine wrote it. He stood at his workbench at three
in the morning with the coastal fog pressing at the window, the key smelling
of copper, and the entry that had not been there before.

End
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HESSWICK BASIN
AUTHORITY INTERNAL

MEMORANDUM -
RESTRICTED

CIRCULATION
From:

Deputy Director, Operations

To:

Accounts Receivable; Procurement; Administration

Re:

Meridian System - Implementation and Personnel Guidance

Date:

10 April

This memorandum confirms arrangements for the Meridian mainframe
installation scheduled to begin on 14 April.

System status:

Contract approval is complete. Supplier technicians will have basement
and archive access for the duration of installation. Department heads should
ensure that paper ledgers remain available until output verification has been
signed off.

Personnel:

The supplier's implementation schedule uses the phrase
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existing personnel carry over . For Authority purposes this refers to
continuity of departmental staffing during transfer from paper processing
to the Meridian system. It does not constitute a personnel classification and
should not be entered in HR records.

Due diligence:

Procurement has received correspondence from the Farcombe Harbour
Authority concerning staff turnover during its Meridian installation.
Farcombe has not supplied evidence of a technical failure. The letter has
therefore been filed with general contract correspondence. Department
heads should direct any further questions through Procurement rather than
contacting Farcombe or the supplier independently.

Output control:

No machine-generated personnel, procurement or payment action is
valid without a named operator and supervisor authorisation. Any output
produced before formal activation should be retained and forwarded to
Accounts Receivable for reconciliation against the paper record.

Issued by: Deputy Director, Operations, Hesswick Basin Authority.
Distribution: Internal only. Restricted.

A handwritten routing note appears on the surviving copy:

Farcombe letter filed GENERAL. Supplier requested no direct contact
during implementation week. - P.

End
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The Mainframe

Part One: The Authority

The paper log for the Hesswick Basin Authority ran to fourteen volumes by
the time Aldric Moor started his third year in accounts receivable, and every
time he pulled volume nine from the shelf he could feel the spine crack a
little more.

It was Tuesday morning and the fog was in off the harbour. He could see
it through the tall window behind Pearson's desk, the green tint sitting low
on the water like something that had been poured there slowly and left to
settle. The office was warm with the smell of carbon paper and typewriter
oil. Eleven people at eleven desks. The sound of keys, of paper being fed and
pulled, of the manual adding machines running their dry, ticking
calculations.
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Moor uncapped his pen and opened volume fourteen at the current
page.

He had been in accounts receivable for three years. Before that he had
been in procurement, which was where you started if you were methodical
and not ambitious. He was both. His desk was the second from the window,
which was not the best position and not the worst. He knew all fourteen
volumes of the paper log from memory in the way that a person knows
something they have handled daily rather than something they have studied.

Moor did not report irregularities until he could number them.

In accounts receivable, certain balances were marked transferable when
ownership moved between harbour operators, insurers, or dissolved firms.
It was a standard classification. Moor disliked the term. It made liability
sound clean.

He turned to page forty-two and began to check the morning's figures.

The clanking from the floor below started at quarter past nine.

Part Two: The Salesperson

They had been bringing the machine in for four days.

Moor had watched from the window of the stairwell each morning as the
lorries pulled in off the coast road and men unloaded crates through the
service entrance. The crates were unmarked. The men who carried them
said nothing to each other and nothing to the building staff. They moved
with a particular efficiency that Moor had noticed on the first morning and
had not been able to set aside since: every movement complete, no wasted
adjustments, no looking back to check.

The salesperson had been there from the beginning.

His name was Halcott. He had introduced himself to the department
heads on Monday of the previous week: a tall man in a grey suit that fitted
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very well, hair combed to one side, shoes that reflected the overhead lights
when he walked. He smiled quickly and accurately. He had a way of saying
things that made the thing sound already decided.

"The Meridian system," he had said, at the all-staff presentation in the
ground floor meeting room, "is the first mainframe designed specifically for
fog-adjacent operation. Every processor sealed. Every connection shielded.
You've been running on paper for what, eighteen months?"

"Twenty-two," said Deputy Director Farr.

"Twenty-two months. And before that, intermittent failure. Lost data.
Figures you couldn't trust." He paused. His pause was the pause of someone
who has given this speech before and knows where the silences land. "The
Meridian doesn't fail. We have test results from three comparable
installations. I'd be happy to share them."

He had shared them. The figures were good. The installation price was
high and the maintenance contract was long and the terms favoured the
company that made it, but Farr had nodded through the whole presentation
with the expression of a man who had already decided. Farr had said once,
after the third failed quarterly reconciliation, that he would sign with
anyone who could make the numbers stay put. Halcott had made the
numbers stay put.

Moor had seen the correspondence file only because it crossed his desk
for archiving, three weeks before the presentation. A letter from the Deputy
Director of Finance at the Farcombe Harbour Authority, marked

private and confidential , advised against the Meridian contract after two
staff departures during their own installation the previous year. One name
was listed because he had handled the implementation accounts: Elliot
Halcott. Farcombe asked Hesswick to share whatever due diligence it had
performed. Farr's reply, copied for the file, ran to two lines: thanked
Farcombe for their concern, noted that every new system carried teething
problems, and confirmed the Hesswick order would proceed as scheduled.
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Moor had filed it under correspondence, general, and had not numbered it
as anything.

"The transition is seamless," Halcott had said, at the end. "Existing
personnel carry over. The machine adapts to the operation, not the other
way round." He had smiled at the room in general and at Moor specifically,
for just long enough to be noticed. "You'll find it fits better than you
expect."

Moor had sat at the back and watched Halcott smile.

Part Three: The Installation

The machine went into the basement.

Moor knew the basement only from the twice-yearly file transfers, when
the older log volumes were carried down and shelved in the archive. It was a
long room with a low ceiling and a concrete floor and shelves on two walls
running from floor to ceiling. There was a small window at ground level
that showed the gravel of the car park and nothing else.

The Meridian had taken up most of it.

He had not seen it directly. He had passed the basement door twice since
the installation began and heard, both times, the sound of something large
running: not a hum exactly, more a sustained tone with a texture to it, low
enough that he felt it in the soles of his feet before he heard it with his ears.

On Thursday, Halcott had brought two of the installation technicians
through the building on a routine inspection. Moor had passed them in the
corridor outside the filing room. Two men in grey overalls. He could not
have said why he stopped after they passed. He stood there with his file of
receipts under his arm and listened to their footsteps going away down the
corridor.

They had made no sound.
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No sound of footsteps on a tiled floor, no fabric moving, none of the
small accumulation of noise that people generate simply by being present in
a space.

He stood there for three or four seconds and then he went back to his
desk and did not mention it to anyone. He had not yet numbered it.

The overtime request was in his pigeonhole Friday morning.

He had not asked for overtime. The note was in Farr's handwriting:

Meridian activation, Friday evening, 19:00, all accounts staff requested to
observe. Moor specifically - please stay.

No reason given for the specific. Moor read it twice, straightened it, and
put it in his desk drawer.

He worked through the afternoon. The other accounts staff left at five.
By six the building was quiet in the particular way of buildings that have
been built for many people and then emptied.

He heard Halcott before he saw him.

The voice came up from the stairwell: smooth and continuous, the voice
of someone explaining something to an audience that does not need to
respond. Moor went to the top of the stairs. He could see, through the
railing, the basement door standing open, and the light from inside it, and
the two technicians standing just outside. Halcott was below them, still on
the stairs, talking toward the basement without looking up.

"First activation is always the interesting one," he said. "The machine
needs to find its range. Like a voice finding a room."

He said something else. Moor could not catch it.

He went back to his desk.
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Part Four: The Basement

At half past seven, Halcott appeared at the accounts room door.

"Mr. Moor." He leaned against the frame. "We're ready to run the test
sequence downstairs. Farr asked me to bring you down."

"Farr isn't here."

"He had to leave. He said you'd stand in."

Moor looked at him. Halcott's suit was still straight. His hair was still
combed. He looked exactly as he had looked at nine o'clock on Monday
morning of the previous week, which was eight days ago.

"All right," Moor said.

He followed Halcott down the stairs. The technicians were inside the
basement now. He could hear, from the bottom step, the sustained tone of
the machine, stronger than before, and something under it that might have
been a second frequency or might have been the resonance of the concrete
walls.

He went in.

The Meridian ran the full length of the far wall.

It was taller than he had expected. Panels of black and grey metal, cabinet
after cabinet, each faced with dials and indicator lights and small rectangular
readout windows. Cables ran between the cabinets in bundles secured with
metal clips. At intervals, ventilation grilles breathed slow, warm air.

The indicator lights were white.

The two technicians stood at either end of the room. They had not
moved since Moor came in. They were facing the machine with their hands
at their sides and they had not turned when he entered.

Halcott was talking.
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"The processing cores are sealed behind the front panels.
Fog-impermeable housing, tested to a density of ninety percent. The input
terminals are along this section here."

Moor noticed the number and did not like it.

Halcott indicated a row of keyboards without touching them. "The print
outputs are at this end. In normal operation you'd have three operators per
shift. The machine does the calculation; the operators manage the input and
read the results."

"What's the test tonight," Moor said.

"Basic arithmetic run. Verify the outputs match the paper figures from
your last quarter's accounts." Halcott smiled. "Proof of concept. Then you
go home."

Moor looked at the technicians.

Neither of them had moved.

"Are they going to run the test," he said.

"In a moment."

"They haven't moved since I came in."

Halcott said nothing. He adjusted his cufflink, a small and precise
movement.

"They're listening to the machine," he said. "You get used to it."

Moor stood there. The tone from the machine was constant. He could
feel it in the bones of his jaw. The indicator lights were still white and very
steady, steadier than bulbs usually held, no flicker at all.

"I'd like to see the output terminal," he said.

"Of course."

He walked along the front of the machine. The cabinets were close
together and the aisle between them and the shelving on the opposite wall
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was perhaps four feet wide. He moved along it toward the print terminal at
the far end.

He passed the first technician.

The man was facing the machine. His hands were at his sides. He was not
blinking. Moor slowed without stopping and looked at his face in profile, lit
by the white indicator lights. The technician did not react. He did not shift
his weight or adjust his breathing or do any of the small things that a person
does when someone passes close to them.

The overalls smelled of harbour salt.

Moor reached the print terminal.

"The output here," Halcott called from the other end of the room, "is
standard typeface on continuous paper. You'd tear off the results by section.
Simple enough."

"Simple enough," Moor said.

He looked at the print terminal. It was a machine, a set of metal teeth and
a paper guide and a spool of continuous roll. A strip of continuous paper
rested in the output tray. He had not heard it print. He put his hand on the
housing.

It was warm. Warmer than a machine that had been running for two
hours should have been. Not hot. Warm in the way of something organic.

He looked at the strip.

The paper was dry, but it smelled faintly of harbour salt.

The top line read: HESSWICK BASIN RECEIVABLES, QUARTER
FOUR, VERIFIED. Beneath it were figures he recognised from volume
fourteen. Correct figures, all of them, to the penny, though Moor had not
given anyone access to the paper log.

At the bottom, where the operator initials should have been, the machine
had printed: MOOR, A. TRANSFERABLE.
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Below it, on a line that did not belong to the accounts format:
HALCOTT, E. TRANSFER COMPLETE. FARCOMBE.

Moor read both lines twice.

Halcott was still talking at the far end of the room.

"I need the correspondence file," Moor said. "I'll be back in a moment."

"Of course," Halcott said. He did not sound surprised.

As Moor turned to go, he saw, for the first time, the small enamel badge
on Halcott's lapel, the kind long-serving staff wore at their leaving do: a
harbour crest that was not the company's, and was not Hesswick's either.
Farcombe. He had seen the crest before, on the letterhead in the
correspondence file.

Part Five: The File

Moor went upstairs, crossed the dark accounts room and unlocked the
correspondence cabinet.

Farcombe's letter was where he had filed it, under general
correspondence. The first page carried Halcott's name. The second page,
which Moor had read only once, listed the dates. Meridian activation: 12
February. Halcott's resignation: 15 February. Second staff departure: 18
February.

Someone at Farcombe had pencilled a note beside Halcott's name:

accepted position with supplier - no forwarding address provided.

Moor set the letter beside volume fourteen. In Hesswick's own personnel
ledger, the blank line prepared for his eventual leaving date already
contained three faint carbon characters where no entry should yet exist:

TRF.

He rubbed them with his thumb. They did not lift.
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He took a fresh irregularity form from the drawer and wrote a number at
the top.

HBA/ACC/001.

Under description he wrote:

Meridian output is classifying personnel using receivables terminology
before authorised personnel actions occur. Supplier representative appears
to be a former employee of previous Meridian client.

He stopped there. The sentence was ugly but exact.

From the basement, Halcott's voice continued through the heating
grilles, smooth enough that Moor could not distinguish words.

Moor folded the Farcombe letter into his bag. He left the irregularity
form open on his desk and went home.

Part Six: The Morning

He was at his desk by eight the next morning.

Pearson came in at quarter past and put his bag down and looked at
Moor and said, "You stayed late last night. How was it."

Moor looked up from volume fourteen.

"The Meridian," Pearson said. "The test run."

Moor held the page. The irregularity form he had left open on his desk
was gone. In its place lay a standard personnel transfer form, his name typed
at the top. The destination field was blank.

"Any irregularities?" Pearson said.

Moor looked at the form, then at Pearson.

"No operational irregularities," he said.

Pearson nodded, satisfied, and hung up his coat.
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Moor heard how easily the sentence had come. A moment later he found
himself rehearsing the figures for Farr in Halcott's presentation rhythm:
processing speed, sealed housings, quarterly reconciliation.

The transition is seamless. Existing personnel carry over.

He capped his pen, uncapped it again and returned to the figures.

The morning light came through the tall window. The fog sat on the
harbour.

He left the Authority in March.

His colleagues said, at the time and afterward, that it was a strange choice.
He had been there for years. He had always seemed content. He had left, he
told them, for a position in sales. He had a company name ready when they
asked, and a territory, and a brief account of the product that answered
most questions without quite answering them. He smiled quickly and
accurately when pressed. Several of his colleagues found they could not
remember, afterward, what he had actually said. They remembered the
smile. They remembered feeling that the matter was settled. One of them
remembered, without being able to say why it had seemed worth noticing, a
small enamel badge on his lapel: a harbour crest that was not Hesswick's.

Nobody could remember which company.

In volume fourteen, on the page where his final salary had been
reconciled, someone had written one word in the result column.

Seamless.

End
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What the Dead Most Wanted to
Say

Part One: The Parlour

The condensation was on the inside of the window.

Vera Strand noticed it before she knocked: moisture blooming across the
ground-floor bay and running from the upper edge in thin vertical lines.
The evening was cold, but not cold enough. She stood on the step of the
house on Cutter's Row and looked at the wet glass and thought: that is not
coming from outside.

She knocked.

The woman who opened the door was perhaps seventy, small, wearing a
grey cardigan and reading glasses pushed up on her forehead. She gave Vera
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the appraising look of someone comparing a report with the person who
had produced it.

"Miss Ward," she said.

The name Vera had given when she arranged the appointment. "Mrs.
Cross."

"Sibyl." She stepped back. "Come in."

The hallway held a faint mineral trace of the fog, lingering after whatever
had brought it inside. Vera had been told, by the woman who gave her Sibyl
Cross's name, that Cross had been working with the fog for three years,
since before anyone else had thought to try. The woman who told her this
was a retired district nurse with thirty years of watching people do foolish
things for comprehensible reasons. She had held out a photograph and said:

my son's handwriting . The photograph showed a page of text in a hand
the nurse did not recognise. She had been certain and still wanted someone
to contradict her.

Vera had taken the photograph. She had looked at it for longer than was
professional.

Her mother's handwriting was not something she thought about often.
Her mother was not dead. She had simply stopped writing in the month
before the diagnosis, as if her hand had understood before the rest of her
did, and the letters had stopped, and the silence had a particular quality that
Vera had learned to work around. In the last letter, her mother had written
that she had known before anyone said it aloud. Vera had never known
what to do with that sentence. This was not relevant. She put it away.

The parlour was at the end of the hall. Three people were already there.

A man in a dark suit, fifty-something, sat with his hands on his knees and
his attention directed at the middle distance. He had the posture of a man
waiting for a meeting he had calculated he needed to attend. A woman
Vera's age, Margaret Cole, sat across from him with a coat still buttoned and
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a notebook on her lap, which made Vera feel better about the notebook in
her own bag. The third was young, a woman named Drew, who was sitting
sideways in her chair with her legs over the arm in a way that suggested she
had arrived with someone else and they had not.

Sibyl's device was on the table in the centre.

It was the size of a hatbox, copper-sheathed, with a glass chamber
mounted on top. Inside the chamber, faintly visible, the fog moved in a slow
anticlockwise rotation. Four copper tubes connected the chamber to
mouthpieces arranged at the table's corners. The whole thing had the look
of something assembled over time, component by component, by someone
who had been solving a problem no one else had acknowledged existed.

Vera sat. She looked at the man in the dark suit. She had spent two hours
before leaving the office on his name: Henry Farrow, director of Morebank
Holdings, a coastal development company with seventeen active planning
applications across the region in the past eighteen months. He had given
two interviews to trade publications and declined four requests from local
press, including two of hers. She did not know why he was at a séance on a
Wednesday evening. She intended to find out, but carefully, because men
like Farrow noticed when they were being found out and had the resources
to make that noticing consequential.

What she did not have, and what the piece required, was the connection
between Farrow and the boat. A name, a date, a route. Something she could
put in front of an editor without relying on a two-day inquest and a
paragraph in the coastal digest.

"The fog in the chamber has been compressed and filtered," Sibyl said,
sitting down. She addressed the room without particular emphasis, as
though reading from a technical document. "It acts as a carrier. In my
experience it tends to amplify rather than create. What comes through tends
to be what the participants bring with them."

"Tends to," Farrow said.
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Sibyl looked at him steadily. "Mr. Farrow. I appreciate your scepticism. It
is more useful than the alternative."

Farrow looked back at her with the expression of a man who has decided
the correct response is no response, and who uses this expression often
enough that it has become a kind of reflex. He turned it on Vera next,
briefly, and she held his eye and looked back at the device, because she was
Miss Ward tonight, a woman with a dead relative and no other agenda.

"Shall we begin," Sibyl said.

Part Two: The Session

The lights went down. Sibyl left the burner on its lowest setting. The green
of the chamber held its own light: steady, quiet, the fog inside continuing its
anticlockwise rotation as if darkness were simply what it had been waiting
for.

Sibyl asked them to place their hands on the table. She put her own at the
centre, fingers spread, not touching anyone. She did not ask them to join
hands.

Vera kept her pen in her right hand, her fingers resting flat beside it. She
wrote the time.

Nothing happened for long enough that Drew began picking at the hem
of her sleeve. Margaret Cole sat without moving, her attention fixed on the
chamber with the focused patience of someone who has already made her
decision and is waiting for the evidence to confirm it. Farrow sat entirely
still, which was its own kind of movement.

Then the rotation in the chamber changed direction.

A slow reversal, anticlockwise to clockwise, the kind of change that
happened in the corner of vision rather than the centre of it. Vera noticed it
because she was watching. She wrote it down. The notation felt inadequate:
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rotation reversed, clockwise, approx 9:24.

The fog rose in the chamber. Two centimetres, perhaps three. It pressed
against the glass differently now: not in circulation but in an even, outward
pressure, as if testing what the glass would accept.

Drew made a sound. Not words. A catch of breath, the involuntary kind.

"Drew," Sibyl said quietly. "Stay with us."

"Something came through first." Drew's cadence and words were her
own, but each phrase arrived under a pressure Vera could hear without
being able to locate. "My mother came after it. Something else was there
first."

No one spoke.

The fog pressed against the glass. In the green light it threw across the
table, Vera could see Farrow's hands. His left had tightened, the tendons
standing. His right had not moved at all.

Drew opened her mouth.

What came out was Farrow's voice.

All of it was Drew, her face and body and posture, young and sideways in
her chair and slightly too pale. But the voice that came from her was
Farrow's, lower in register, the particular flat delivery of a man who had
trained expression out of his speech.

"Morebank Holdings. Carbeth Bay. The intake valve. Starboard. Closed
from outside."

The room was very quiet.

Farrow stood. The movement was fast and controlled, the movement of
a man overriding something instinctive with something trained. His chair
scraped back. He looked at Vera then, directly, for the first time, and she
met it and kept her face empty and her pen still.
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"I came here for a private matter," he said. Not to Sibyl. To the room.

"You came here," Sibyl said, "and something came with you."

He looked at Vera one more time. Not at the room. At her specifically, at
her hands and her notebook and the name he did not yet know was false.

"Choose your paper carefully," he said.

He went out. The hallway, the front door. His footsteps on the step, and
then the street, and then nothing.

Part Three: The Crack

Drew did not move.

She was sitting upright now, both feet on the floor, her hands in her lap,
looking at the copper chamber with the expression of a person who has been
borrowed and returned and is taking inventory.

The fog had not followed Farrow's departure with any reduction in
pressure. If anything it had increased. The rotation had stopped entirely.
The fog pressed against the glass from all sides now, equal and measured, as
if locating the weakest point by elimination.

"Sibyl," Margaret Cole said.

"I see it."

The glass cracked.

A single line, top to base, clean as a ruled margin. The fog came through
it in a thread that widened as the crack spread: thin, green, precise. It rose
toward the ceiling and began to disperse. The chamber held. Sibyl reached
out and put her hand flat on the copper housing, not touching the glass, and
the pressure inside eased in one long release.

Vera did not write anything. She was watching Drew.
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Drew came back to herself in stages: the shoulders first, then the jaw,
then the eyes, which had been focused on something that was not in the
room and was now focused on the cracked glass in front of her.

"It was using me," she said, her face settling into something closer to
consideration than fear, the way a person considers a tool they did not know
they owned.

"Yes," Sibyl said.

"Did you know it would."

"I knew the channel would be used. I did not know by what." Sibyl
withdrew her hand from the housing. Her fingers were white at the tips.
"That has happened twice before. Not in this way. The fog has its own
interests in these sessions. I have become used to that. I have not become
used to it choosing a participant."

"Choosing," Drew said.

"You have a specific quality of attention. The fog registers it."

Drew sat with this. Then she picked up her coat from the back of the
chair and went out. The front door, quieter than Farrow's. More deliberate.

Vera looked toward the hallway. Through the narrow window beside the
front door, visible in the amber of the streetlamp, Drew was standing at the
edge of the pavement with her notebook open. She was writing fast enough
to score the paper beneath the page. She did not look up. She did not look
back at the house.

Vera did not know Drew kept a notebook. She knew, with a small
professional shame, that she wanted to see it.

Part Four: Carbeth Bay

No one spoke.
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Sibyl turned the burner off. She looked at the cracked glass for several
seconds before touching it.

"That has not happened before," Sibyl said.

"The crack?" Vera asked.

"Any of it." She sat down in the chair Farrow had vacated. "The fog has
always responded to the session. It has never conducted one." She was quiet
for a moment. "They rarely ask first for justice," she said. "When something
comes through clearly, it is usually trying to correct the record before it asks
for anything else."

Margaret's notebook was open now. Vera could see the name Gest at the
top of the page.

Margaret Cole was still watching the door. "Raymond Gest," she said.
"The one who drowned at Carbeth Bay."

Eight months ago. A small item in the coastal digest, a paragraph:
businessman found at low tide on a tidal flat half a mile south of the bay's
inlet, ruling of misadventure, inquest concluded in two days. Vera had not
covered it. The name had not meant anything then.

"His business partner," Vera said, "was listed as a Mr. H. Farrow."

Margaret said nothing. She stood and straightened her coat. She looked
at Sibyl. "Thank you." She looked at Vera in a way that was also a question.

"I'm not going to write about tonight," Vera said.

It was not entirely true. But it was true enough for the room. Margaret
left.

Vera turned her chair to face the device.

"Starboard intake valve," she said. "Closed from outside."

Sibyl looked at her.
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"The boat Gest drowned from. The Morebank Holdings vessel registered
to the Carbeth Bay site office." She had found it in the harbour authority's
public log two weeks ago, when she had first started pulling thread on
Morebank. A twenty-two-foot survey vessel,

Carling II , registered to the site office, last logged departing Carbeth Bay
on the evening of the fifteenth. "A starboard intake valve closed from
outside would flood a bilge on that class of vessel in under twenty minutes.
In cold water at night, alone." She kept her voice even. "The ruling was
misadventure. The inquest took two days. For a company director who
drowned on a vessel registered to his own firm."

Sibyl was still.

"Did you arrange the session for him," Vera said. "For Gest. Did he come
here before he died."

"No." She said it without hesitation, which meant it was either true or
had been prepared. "He did not come here. I did not know him."

"But Farrow came."

"Farrow came three weeks ago, under a different name. He left before the
session concluded. He came again tonight." She paused. "Whatever was
following him had more access to the channel this time."

"Because of Drew."

"Because it has been waiting." She reached out and touched the crack in
the glass: a single clean line, top to base. "The fog in the cellar has been
behaving differently for several weeks. I thought it was a change in
composition. Now I think it was anticipation."

Vera looked at the cracked glass. She had what she needed: the valve, the
vessel class, the inquest timeline, and a witness to Farrow's presence at a
session conducted by someone working with the concentrated fog. What
she did not have was anything printable. What she did not have was
anything that would survive a call from Morebank's solicitors to the
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Courier's editor, who was a careful man with two reporters left and a
print run that had halved in eighteen months.

She gathered her notebook and coat.

"One thing," she said at the door. "The condensation on the front
window. The inside face."

Sibyl looked at her.

"It was there before I arrived. Before the session."

"Yes," Sibyl said. "It usually is, in the hour before."

Vera walked home through streets where the market stalls had packed up
and the baker's had closed and the only light was the ordinary amber of the
streetlamps and, beyond the rooftops to the west, the faint green trace on
the horizon where the fog sat on the water.

Part Five: What She Wrote

She stopped under a streetlamp on Station Road to write while it was still
clear:

Morebank. Gest/Farrow. Carbeth Bay. Starboard valve, outside closure.
Carling II, last logged 15th. Inquest 2 days. Who chaired? Who signed the
ruling? Find the harbour authority inspector.

She looked at the list. Enough for a story, if she could get the inspector.
Enough for Farrow's solicitors to make her life difficult, if she could not.

She turned the page to write the date.

On the next page, in her own handwriting, were four words she had not
written.

SHE KNEW BEFORE YOU

She stood very still.
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She was a journalist for eleven years. She had taken notes in seven
countries, in rooms where she had been told nothing was said. She knew her
own handwriting under every condition: cramped under pressure, wide in
the cold, slanted when she was tired. She knew the particular way she did
not lift her pen between certain letter combinations, a habit from shorthand
that had never fully left.

These were her letters. Her pressure on the page. Her hand.

She had not written them.

She read them again. The fourth word had changed.

SHE KNEW BEFORE WORDS

Not YOU. WORDS. Same ink, same slant, same small hook on the final
letter that was hers and no one else's. She told herself she had misread it the
first time, under a streetlamp, in the cold, and that was possible, that was the
kind of thing that was possible. She stood under the lamp and read them a
third time, and it was YOU again, and then a fourth, and the cold came up
off the pavement and the green trace sat on the horizon and she read them
once more, and this time it did not resolve into either word, sitting in the
space between them the way a held note sits between two notes on a stave,
legible and unreadable in the same instant.

She thought about the retired nurse's photograph. She had not looked at
it in three days. She did not need to. She could still see the slope of the
handwriting and the spacing between the letters. She thought about her
mother's handwriting, which she had not seen in four years, the last letter
that had arrived in the week before the diagnosis, the one she had kept in the
inside pocket of the bag she had used then and had stopped using and had
found again last spring when she was looking for something else.

She closed the notebook.
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She walked the rest of the way home without opening it. She went
upstairs. She sat at the kitchen table with the notebook in front of her and
the lamp on and the window dark. She opened it to the page.

She read the four words one more time.

She tore the page out.

The tear was clean, the kind you get when the paper is quality stock and
you pull steadily and don't hesitate. She folded it twice. She folded it again.
She held the folded paper in both hands over the table and sat there for a
long time.

Then she put it in the inside pocket of her coat, which was the pocket she
never emptied.

End
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The Station

Mossbank Communications Authority

Internal Investigation File 14-N

Subject: Disappearance of Ruth Hale, Senior Relay Operator

The following statement was found on the monitoring desk at Mossbank
relay station on the morning of 15 November, when the station failed to
open for its scheduled shift. The statement appears to have been composed
over several days and filed by the subject herself, though she was not present
when Supervisor Dalby arrived at 07:40. The door to the station was
unlocked. The intake array was running. The transcription buffer was
active.

A handwritten note, separate from the statement, was found beneath it.
It is reproduced at the end of this document.

Ruth Hale has not been located. The search of the coastal track and
waterline is ongoing.
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Statement of Ruth Hale, Senior Relay Operator, Mossbank
Communications Authority

Filed: 14 November

Status: Voluntary. Not under caution.

I am making this statement because Supervisor Dalby has asked me to,
and because I want the record to be clear before the Authority makes its
decision about the station. I am aware that some of what I report will be
difficult to verify. I am asking that you read it anyway.

Part One: The Work

I had worked the Mossbank monitoring desk for seven months:
eight-to-eight in the station, automated logging overnight, corrupted strings
reviewed each morning. My incident rate was zero.

The work suited me. It required precision and kept most conversation at
a distance. My sister Lena had died almost three years before I took the
posting, and after the funeral I had found the Authority's central office
harder to bear than the station. I accepted the reassignment the afternoon it
was offered.

Remote operators sign a psychological monitoring agreement. The form
calls one known risk

operator drift : repeated misclassification of signals during prolonged
isolation. I signed it and forgot about it until the first message arrived.

Part Two: The First Messages

The first anomaly appeared on the 28th of October.

I was running the morning log review, checking the automated overnight
transcripts for corrupted strings. Among them was a message the log had
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flagged with a question mark and left in the review queue. The routing
header, which should have contained the originating coordinates, was blank.

The transcribed text read as follows:

Ruth. The kitchen light is still on at home. You always forget to turn it
off when you leave. I'm not saying this to make you feel bad. I'm saying it
because it's true and because I miss telling you things.

I logged it as a malformed string. I sent a query to the Authority's
technical desk. They found nothing unusual in the transmission logs.

My sister Lena had died years before that morning. The kitchen light was
a running disagreement between us: she would leave it on when she went to
bed and I would get up to turn it off, and she thought this was unnecessary,
and I thought it was wasteful, and we had this conversation perhaps a
hundred times in the years we shared the house. I am not claiming the
message was from her. I am reporting what it said and what I did.

What I did was: I made a note in my personal logbook and did not report
it to anyone.

I did not want anyone else to read it. It felt like correspondence, so I kept
it out of the incident system.

The second message arrived on the 31st of October, also overnight, also
without a routing header.

The view from the window is the same as it always was. You worried it
would be terrible. It isn't terrible.

The third message arrived on the 3rd of November:

I've been trying to reach you for a while. I think the signal is getting
stronger. Can you hear me properly?

I logged all three as malformed strings. I reported none of them.
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Part Three: The Change

The fourth message arrived on the 6th of November. It was longer than the
others.

Ruth. Something is different tonight. When I think of you, the words
come out right. When I think of the others here, they do not. I think they
use the same signal. I love you still.

I read the last four words twelve times. Lena had never said them directly
while she was alive. She brought food, returned calls, sat with me through
bad nights. She did not say that.

I logged the message as a malformed string and kept it.

The fifth message arrived on the 9th of November. It was not from Lena.

I say this because the voice, if you can call a transcribed text a voice, was
different. The earlier messages had a rhythm I recognised: Lena's way of
building to a point by approaching it sideways. This was direct in a way she
never was.

Operator. You have better reception than the others before you. We have
noted this. The membrane array at your station reads at a higher sensitivity
than its specifications allow. We do not know why this is. We would like
you to consider extending your monitoring hours. We would like you to
consider coming closer to the array at night, when the signal is cleaner.
There are things we want to show you that cannot be transcribed.

I closed the buffer and stood at the east window for a long time.

The fog was sitting at sixty-five percent density. It moved against the
station walls in a way that was not wind, because there was no wind that
night. I had observed this before and noted it as a property of dense fog
against flat surfaces and not thought further about it. I thought further
about it now.
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I want to be precise about what I felt. Fear came later. It was the feeling
of having been observed for longer than you knew, and then finding out.
And underneath that: the recognition that I had been making choices, small
choices, for eleven days, that had brought me to the point where this feeling
was the natural outcome. I had kept the messages. I had not reported them. I
had, without naming it to myself, been corresponding.

I closed my logbook and went to bed.

I did not sleep.

In the morning I went to the array before I opened the buffer.

The membranes were twelve copper discs mounted in a housing at the
waterline, each one calibrated to a specific frequency band. Checking them
was a weekly task, logged and routine. I had done it thirty-one times. I did it
now at six in the morning, in the dark, because I needed something
procedural to stand inside.

The first eleven membranes read at their specified tolerances. The twelfth
read eleven percent above its ceiling.

I stood there with the calibration tool in my hand. An eleven percent
variance was within the range of environmental interference. Salt,
temperature, tidal pressure. I had seen variances of this size before. I noted it
in the maintenance log and gave it the standard classification: within
acceptable limits.

Then I checked the date on the previous calibration log for membrane
twelve.

The previous reading had been taken four days ago. It had shown a two
percent variance.

I stood at the waterline for a while. The fog was thin before dawn,
pulling back from the inlet on its usual schedule. The membrane housing
was wet with condensation. The calibration tool was in my hand. I could
reclassify the variance. I could flag it as anomalous, which would trigger a
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technical review, which would bring an engineer from the Authority within
forty-eight hours.

I logged it as within acceptable limits.

I went inside and opened the buffer.

Part Four: The Face

Before I describe what happened after the fifth message, I need to record
something from the 7th of November.

I record it here, out of sequence, because I have been writing this
statement in the order that felt possible, not the order that it happened, and
I want to be honest about that.

I was eating lunch at the monitoring desk. I had a mug of tea and a piece
of bread with the hard cheese from the weekly supply drop, and I was
logging the morning's relay traffic. Routine work. The kind of work I could
do without looking at my hands.

Lena was standing at the east window.

She was wearing the grey cardigan she had borrowed from me two
winters before her diagnosis and never returned. I had not thought about
that cardigan in eight months. She was looking at me with the expression she
used when she expected an argument, chin slightly tucked, mouth already
set. Her hands were at her sides.

I did not move. I did not make any sound. The bread was in my hand. I
remember this specifically: that I did not put it down. I held it and looked at
her for what I estimated was between eight and twelve seconds. Then she
was not there.

Nothing else in the room had changed. The monitoring equipment
continued its ordinary operation. The tea was still warm.
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I sat for a considerable time. I am not able to say how long. I thought
about the cardigan. I thought about whether I was a person who could
distinguish between what I wished to see and what I had seen, and whether
seven months of solitary work had altered that capacity without my
noticing.

I ate the bread. I drank the tea. I went back to the morning log.

I wrote nothing in my personal logbook that day.

But I began staying later at the monitoring desk after my shift. Another
hour. Then two. I told myself I was reviewing historical relay patterns for
anomalies. This was partly true. I was also waiting. I did not write that in the
logbook either.

Part Five: The Others

Over the following week I saw three things I could not account for.

Once, a man in an old-pattern oilskin stood at the waterline and watched
the station for several minutes. Twice, my mother at the age she had been
when I was a child walked as far as the gate. She died when I was
twenty-two. On the second occasion she stopped with one hand on the
post, looked at the east window, and turned back into the fog.

The details were specific enough to trouble me and brief enough to
dispute. I recorded none of them in the Authority log.

The fifth message had said I had better reception than previous
operators. By then I had stopped assuming that sentence referred only to the
membranes.

Part Six: The Seventh Message

The sixth message arrived on the 11th of November.
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Your equipment did not make the opening. It gave the signal edges. We
have been trying to reach the living for a long time.

Three hours later, a seventh message appeared. I did not show it to
Dalby.

Operator. Come outside tonight. Switch the monitoring equipment off.
Stand at the intake array and listen.

I understood the risk. Something had used Lena's memories accurately
enough to keep me reading for two weeks. I also knew that her face had
become harder for me to reconstruct in the years since the funeral, while the
grey cardigan at the east window had been exact.

I went outside.

Part Seven: What I Heard

The fog was very dense. It moved against the pipes and around the station
walls and lay across the inlet in an unbroken surface. The sound it made
against the membranes, with the monitoring equipment switched off, was
different from the sound I had learned over seven months. It was layered.
Individual tones separated when I concentrated, then joined into a sound I
could not hear as separate parts.

I stood there for a long time. Perhaps forty minutes. I cannot be precise
because I did not bring my watch.

I will not describe what I heard. I do not have the vocabulary, and
accuracy matters here. It was not Lena's voice.

When I came back inside, the sentence from the second message was still
on the screen:

You worried it would be terrible. It isn't terrible.

I left it there.
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Part Eight: Dalby's Visit

Dalby arrived on the 14th. He had been contacted that morning by the
Authority's medical desk, which had flagged my log entries for anomalous
classification patterns.

He was a careful man and I had always respected him. He came in and set
his bag down and looked at the east window and then looked back at me.
He did not ask about the window.

"Ruth," he said. "What aren't you telling me."

I showed him the messages with blank routing headers, up to and
including the one from the 11th. I did not show him the seventh. I watched
him read them. His expression was the expression of a man who has found a
figure in a balance sheet that does not add up, and who is deciding whether
to look for the error or close the book.

"How long have you been keeping these."

"Eleven days."

He looked at the window again.

"The classification," he said. "You've been logging them as malformed
strings."

"Yes."

"Not anomalous signals."

"No."

"Why not."

I had prepared several answers to this question. I had prepared them over
the eleven days of the correspondence, understanding that this conversation
was eventually going to happen. None of the answers I had prepared felt
honest, and I had decided, somewhere in the previous forty-eight hours, that
I would be honest in this statement even if I had not been honest before.
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"Because malformed strings are filed and forgotten," I said. "Anomalous
signals are investigated. I did not want these investigated."

Dalby said nothing for a long time. He set the printed messages on the
desk in a neat stack. He straightened them.

"I'll need to take the archived messages to the Authority," he said.

"That's your decision."

He looked at me a long moment. "Are you all right."

I told him I was. This was true in the ways that mattered. The fog carries
what it carries. Something else in the fog has been using that fact as a door. I
do not think the door was opened by the Authority's equipment. I think the
equipment made it easier to hear that the door had always been there.

"Ruth." He picked up his bag. He did not put his coat on. He stood there
with the bag in his hand and looked at the monitoring desk and at the
window and at me. "I'm going to arrange a replacement. I want you to take
leave."

"The intake array is running," I said.

"Someone else can run it."

"Not everyone can receive the signals clearly. The fifth message said so."

Dalby opened his mouth and closed it. He was a careful man. He did not
say things he was not certain of.

"I'll be back tomorrow morning," he said. "I want you to get some sleep."

He left. I heard the car on the track, and then I did not hear it.

The intake array is running. The transcription buffer is active. If
anything arrives tonight, it will be logged.

I am going outside to stand at the array for a while before I lock up.

Signed: Ruth Hale



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

233

14 November, 22:47

Handwritten note, found beneath the statement:

Dalby.

I found the 8th message in the buffer just now. I'm not going to
transcribe it here because I don't think I could get it right and I don't want
to get it wrong. But it was from Lena. Not the thing that was using her. Her.

She said:

don't come after me, Ruth. Not this time.

I don't know if she meant that as a warning.

R.

Appended by Supervisor Dalby, 15 November, 09:34:

I arrived at 07:40 to find the station unlocked, the intake array running,
and the monitoring desk empty. Ruth's personal logbook was on the desk,
closed. Her coat was on the hook by the door. Her boots were not.

I reviewed the overnight buffer immediately.

There is no 8th message.

I have supervised Ruth Hale for seven months. Her incident rate before
this period was zero. Her logs were precise, and her anomaly classifications
were consistently accurate.

Her logbook contains nine hundred and fourteen entries over seven
months. The final entry is dated 14 November, 22:31. It reads as follows:

The fog is at 90% density tonight. The membranes are reading a signal
pattern I have not seen before. I am going to go outside and stand at the
array and listen. I am leaving this logbook on the desk in case I do not come
back in.

The view, she said, is not terrible.
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The coastal search is in its second day. I have nothing further to add at
this time.

End
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The Extraction

Part One: The Mill

Nora Blaine had driven four hours for a story she could not yet prove was a
story.

She had read Crane's paper on the train, or the published summary of it:
the full version had been pulled by the university six weeks after submission,
and nobody from the press office would say why. The summary described a
tidal energy extraction method using the coastal fog as a carrier medium.
Either it was the most significant energy breakthrough in a decade, or it was
the most elaborate self-deception she had encountered in four years of
covering collapsed infrastructure. She had been unable, from her desk, to
determine which.

The binder was the reason she had driven before breakfast. It had arrived
three days earlier in a blue courier pouch with no return address: Coastal
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Authority payments routed through two shell consultancies, three spectral
reports marked

not for circulation , and a handwritten index carrying one name in the
upper corner. M. Voss. Crane's mill appeared in the appendix as an
observation station rather than an energy site.

She left the car where the tarmac gave out and walked the rest on a track
through coastal grass. To her left, the sea was invisible behind the fog. It had
come in an hour ago, rolling off the water in slow green formations that
kept their own rhythm, independent of the wind. She had stopped noticing
the smell of it. Everyone had.

The mill was tidal, or had been. Stone, two storeys, built to outlast its
builders and having done so. Woodwork gone, roof patched with
corrugated iron gone reddish-brown. What was not original was the
pipework: twelve copper pipes of varying diameter emerging from the
seaward wall and curving out over the water at different heights and angles,
their outward ends capped with fine-gauge mesh filters. They had the look
of something grown rather than installed, developed over a long period by
someone whose ideas had kept changing.

She stood at the end of the track and measured the mesh on the nearest
pipe with her thumbnail.

The published summary had stated 0.3 millimetres. She had brought a
reference sample from the university's coastal monitoring station. She held
them side by side in the grey afternoon light.

The mill mesh was finer. Considerably finer.

She put the sample in her coat pocket and knocked on the iron door.

Four minutes. She spent them listening: rhythmic hissing, a low electrical
hum she felt in her back teeth before she heard it, and once, briefly, a large
volume of liquid shifting under pressure, then a controlled release through a
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valve. The sounds of a system running steadily, which was either reassuring
or the opposite.

The man who opened the door was tall and underweight, his shirt
hanging loose at the collar. Sixty, perhaps more. White hair pushed back and
left to arrange itself. A beard that had started as a choice and been neglected
into a fact. Leather apron over a shirt that had once been white.

"Ms. Blaine." He stepped back. "Come in."

The interior was one large room with the original millstone still in place
and everything else rearranged around it as though the stone were a fixed
point in an argument about space. Twelve glass vessels of varying sizes
occupied a wooden rack along the inland wall, each connected by copper
tubing to the pipes outside. In the vessels the green material circulated
slowly. It sagged like liquid, then climbed the glass like vapour.

Crane watched her look at the vessels.

"The mesh filters the particulate," he said. "What passes through is the
charge component. The vessels hold it under mild compression.
Compression is what makes it yield."

"Yield what."

"Energy. Consistent, clean, measurable. Not large. But continuous and
entirely independent of weather, tide, or time of day." He moved to the
workbench and picked up a clipboard. "Fourteen months of generation
figures. The Courier said you wanted to see the data."

"I want to understand the mechanism."

"The mechanism is not fully understood." He set the clipboard down.
"What I can tell you is that it works."

She looked at the vessels again. In the largest one the fog moved in a
rotation that was too regular for heated air.
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"The coastal fishermen call it the green keeper," she said. "Did you know
that?"

"I did."

"They've called it that since before you started this project."

"Yes."

"They consider it to have preferences."

Crane looked at her. Then he said: "Would you like to see the manifold?"

Part Two: The Manifold

The manifold was in the basement, which was not a word that applied well
to a room cut into coastal rock. The walls sweated. The ceiling was low. The
sound of the sea came through the stone as a pressure rather than a sound,
something the body registered before the ears did.

The manifold was a single vessel the size of a wardrobe, copper-sheathed,
with a pressure gauge on the front face and twelve intake valves along its
base. The pipes from upstairs connected here. The fog inside was denser
than in the vessels above, compressed to a consistency closer to smoke than
fog, and it moved in formations that were not random.

Nora stood in front of it.

"How long does it take to fill."

"At current intake rates, six hours. It discharges through the output array
on the east wall and the cycle restarts."

"And the cracking."

Crane's hands were still on the valve controls. He did not turn around.

"It's in the figures," she said. "You submitted generation data but not
incident data. I found the incident reports in the supplementary materials
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the university filed before the paper was pulled. Seven incidents in fourteen
months. Vessel walls cracking. Not from outside. From within."

He turned around then. His expression was the expression of a man who
has been waiting for a particular question and is now deciding how much of
the truth it requires.

"The bypass valve," he said. "If there's a pressure event, the bypass opens
and the excess routes to the secondary vessel. The cracking should not
occur."

"But it does."

"Yes."

"And the bypass is working correctly."

"The bypass is working correctly."

She looked at the manifold. The fog inside had stopped its circulation. It
was pressing against the walls now in slow, even pulses, testing each surface
in turn.

"Show me," she said.

Part Three: The Pattern

She had not intended to stay until the next intake cycle completed. She had
told herself: see the manifold, get the incident data, leave before dark. The
fog complicated the coast road after nightfall.

But Crane made coffee and she asked questions and two hours passed.

He was not evasive, which surprised her. He answered what she asked,
precisely and without elaboration, which was its own kind of evasion. When
she asked about the paper being pulled he said it was a misunderstanding
about the submission timeline. When she asked about the incident reports
he produced them, all seven, in a manila folder he had ready on the
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workbench. She read them at the table while he monitored the pressure
gauge.

The reports were careful, technical, stripped of interpretation. Each one
described a pressure event, a bypass response, and a subsequent crack in a
vessel wall. In the margin of the sixth report, in pencil, barely legible:

bypass functioned correctly. crack still occurred. reviewing.

"These margins," she said.

"Notes to myself."

"The bypass functioned correctly and the crack still occurred. So the
bypass isn't the cause."

Crane did not answer.

She read the seventh report. Then she went back and read the first one
again. She laid them out in order across the workbench and looked at the
dates.

"The intervals," she said.

He set his coffee down.

"Between events. The first crack was eleven weeks after commissioning.
The second was nine weeks after that. Then seven. Then five." She looked
up. "Then three weeks. Then seventeen days. Then nine days." She looked at
him. "What was the date of the seventh report?"

"The fourteenth."

"Of this month."

"Yes."

She looked at the manifold. The fog inside was still pressing against the
walls.

"That was nine days ago," she said.
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Crane checked the gauge.

Nora wrote the intervals in her notebook: 77, 63, 49, 35, 21, 17, 9. The
first five fell by fourteen days. The sixth broke the pattern. The seventh
broke it again.

"You saw this."

"Yes."

"And you kept the system running."

Crane lifted his coffee, found it empty and put it down. "I stopped being
sure which interval I was measuring."

Nora looked at the final figure. She had arrived at the mill on day nine.

She left that observation in her notebook.

Part Four: The Event

The pressure gauge climbed steadily for the following twenty minutes.
Crane tracked it from the valve controls. He told her the threshold was at
the red line. He told her the bypass would engage automatically. He told her
the cracking, if it occurred, would be a hairline fracture, sealed within
seconds by the pressure drop.

He had said all of this before. The rehearsal was in his voice.

The gauge reached the threshold.

The bypass clicked.

She heard the pressure drop in the pipes.

The manifold cracked.

A single line opened from top to base on the seaward face, clean as a ruled
mark. The fog came through it in a thin green thread that widened as the
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crack spread. The smell changed immediately: sharper, mineral, something
older than the sea it came from.

She crossed the room and got her hand on the manual intake valve and
closed it.

The fog stopped before the pressure dropped.

Not by much. A fraction of a second, no more. But the thread through
the crack thinned at the moment her palm touched the valve housing,
before the mechanism had time to respond, before the gauge had registered
any change. She felt it rather than saw it. The resistance in the thread
dissolving, as if something on the other side had simply let go.

The crack held at its current width. The pressure in the gauge dropped to
zero.

On the east wall, the generation meter climbed two points and held.

She stood very still. The fog that had come through the crack was
dispersing into the basement air, rising slowly, finding the corners. She
breathed it before she thought to hold her breath.

Crane's eyes had left the gauge and the crack both. He was watching the
fog itself.

"The bypass worked," she said.

"Yes."

"The pressure dropped."

"Yes."

She looked at the generation meter. "The output went up."

Crane said nothing.

"When I closed the valve the output increased. A bypass should do the
opposite."
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He reached into his apron pocket and took out a folded piece of paper.
He held it out without looking at her.

She took it.

The figures were clear. Generation yields, incident dates, pressure
readings in the minutes preceding each crack. And in the margin, a second
column she had not seen at first: intervals between events. Beside each entry,
in a third column barely legible: a generation reading, logged at the moment
the crack occurred.

Every reading was higher than the baseline. Each one higher than the last.

She looked at the numbers.

Then she looked at the fog.

It was not returning to the pipes.

Every previous time she had watched a vessel lose pressure, the fog had
found the intakes and moved back through them. She had seen it in the
upper room, slow and purposeful, reclaiming its path. Now the fog that had
come through the crack was dispersing toward the ceiling and staying there,
hanging in the low corners of the basement, not moving toward the pipes at
all.

She looked at Crane.

He had seen it too. He was looking at the ceiling.

"It always goes back," she said.

"Yes."

"Not this time."

"No."

She heard herself breathing. She heard the pipes. The intakes were still
open, still running, still drawing from outside. The fog from the crack no
longer moved toward them.
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She looked at the intake valve. The one she had closed.

"When I touched this," she said. "Before the pressure dropped. The
thread stopped."

Crane looked at her.

"It let go before the mechanism engaged," she said. "It wasn't responding
to the system."

"No," Crane said. "I don't think it was."

"So when I intervened-" She stopped. She thought about it. "It had what
it needed."

Crane looked at her for a long time without speaking.

"How long," she said. "Between the crack and my closing the valve."

He checked his log. "Forty-one seconds."

She stood there.

"Previous events," she said. "Was anyone else present."

"No."

"How long until you closed the valve yourself."

He looked at the log again. "The fifth event: three minutes, twelve
seconds. The others were automated shutdowns. Four to seven minutes."
He closed the log. "I moved the manual valve to accessible height after the
fourth event. To reduce response time."

She looked at the low manual valve, then at Crane. His quickest logged
response had been three minutes twelve. Hers had been forty-one seconds.

"You knew when you agreed to the interview."

Crane looked at the gauge.

"I needed a witness."

"You needed someone who didn't know the system."
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His hand moved toward the gauge and stopped.

Nora picked up her bag and went upstairs.

Part Five: What Remained

She wrote the piece in her car on the coast road, pulled into a passing place
with the engine running and the heater on, and did not look at the fog on
the water.

She wrote the mesh, the incidents, the broken interval and the pressure
event in the flat register she used for infrastructure pieces. At the basement
section she stopped.

She wrote:

The fog dispersed into the basement air without returning to the intake
array. This was inconsistent with all previous events documented in Dr.
Crane's incident reports.

She left out the forty-one seconds.

She filed the piece.

She did not mention the binder. She did not mention Voss. She told
herself one story could not carry everything.

On the morning it ran, she telephoned the mill. The line rang twelve
times. She called back an hour later. Twelve rings. She called the university
press office and asked if they had a current number for Aldous Crane.

There was a pause on the line.

"Dr. Crane," the press officer said, "is no longer affiliated with the
university."

"Since when."

"I'm not able to provide that information."
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She drove out two days later.

The mill door stood open six inches. Inside, the vessels on the rack were
intact, still connected to the pipes. She went to the top of the basement
stairs and called down.

No answer.

The manifold was running. The pressure gauge showed a normal
reading. The intake valves were open. She stood at the bottom of the stairs
and looked at it.

The copper housing had three new cracks. Not hairline. Each one a
finger's width, running top to base in parallel lines, evenly spaced, as if
placed deliberately.

She did not touch the intake valve.

She looked at it for a long time. She was aware that she was making a
choice and that the choice was not to repeat what she had done before, and
that she did not know whether this was caution or whether it was something
the forty-one seconds had already decided for her.

The fog came through all three cracks in slow, steady threads, rising to
the ceiling and staying there.

The generation meters on the east wall were still running. The yield
figures were unchanged.

She went upstairs. On the workbench, in the centre of the table, a single
piece of paper. A column of dates and intervals in Crane's hand, carried past
the eighth event. The intervals past a certain point collapsed into figures she
had to read twice.

The handwriting changed toward the bottom. Not drastically. The
letters were still his, but the pressure was different, lighter, as if written
quickly or in poor light or by someone who was no longer entirely certain
the hand was his own.
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Below the column, one line.

It was never the container it was testing.

She read it. She thought about the deviation in the sixth interval, the
three days that did not fit, and the date she had arrived.

She folded the paper and put it in her coat pocket.

She thought of the shutdown times then, not the dates.

Outside, the fog pressed against the mill walls and the pipework and the
surface of the water, the same as it had always been.

She had her story. She was not certain she could print it.

She drove home on the coast road. At the junction with the A149 she
took the inland route without deciding to, adding twelve minutes to the
drive. She noticed this somewhere past Cley and could not account for it.
She had taken the coast road every other time.

The next morning she woke four minutes before her alarm and wrote the
time down. By the end of the week a new notebook page held three entries
beneath one heading:

deviations .

On her next drive toward Salthouse she caught herself watching the fog
on the water and pulled into a passing place with the engine running.

The fog lay over the sea in slow green formations, independent of the
wind, keeping its own rhythm.

She had forty-one seconds, once.

End



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

248

The Session

Part One: Redwick

The Rattle Cove had been a band for four years and had nothing to show
for it except a van with a cracked windscreen and an EP that one website
had described as promising.

Ned Farr had kept the review. He had it folded in his guitar case, between
the strap and the case lining. He could not have said why. The word

promising

was not a fact about what they were; it was a fact about what they had
not yet become, and four years was long enough to wonder if the becoming
was still going to happen.

They played Redwick on a Thursday in March. The venue was a pub
function room that smelled of carpet cleaner and old beer, and the audience
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was eleven people, three of whom left before they finished. The set was forty
minutes. Cass held her voice well and Petch kept the tempo and Joel played
as though he were slightly elsewhere, which was how Joel always played and
which Ned had stopped trying to fix. They were tight from having played
the same rooms too many times.

Aubrey Holt came up afterward.

He was a small man, seventy or close to it, with white hair and a way of
standing that suggested he had been in a great many rooms and was
comfortable in all of them. He had a radio programme on the coastal station
out of Redwick, he said. Thursdays and Saturdays, folk and what he called
the adjacent sounds. He had been in the room for the last twenty minutes.
He said: would they consider a session?

Ned said yes before the others could answer. He had learned to say yes
before the others could answer.

The radio station was on the first floor above a chandlery, reached by an
external staircase that swayed slightly in the sea wind. The studio was one
room: two chairs, a table with a microphone, and against the back wall a
rack of equipment that Ned stood in front of, taking it in. Valve amplifiers.
Reel-to-reel recorders with tape still loaded. A mixing desk whose faders
moved with the kind of smooth resistance that only came from constant use
or very careful maintenance.

"You still use tape," Ned said.

"I never stopped," Aubrey said. He was behind the desk already, adjusting
levels with the economy of someone who had done it thousands of times.
"Sit down."

They played three songs live to the room. Aubrey broadcast them
without announcement, without introduction, without saying anything
between the tracks except the name of the next one. When they finished he
made tea on a small electric ring in the corner and they sat and listened to
the sound of the sea coming through the single window.
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"You know Vessel," Aubrey said. He said it as a statement.

Everyone knew Vessel. They had come out of nowhere eighteen months
ago with a sound that made Ned stop halfway through the first track and
start it again. Nothing loud or complicated. Every part seemed inevitable.
He had played their record to Cass and she had sat very still for the full forty
minutes and then said nothing for a long time. Vessel had not given
interviews. No one had a recent photograph. That had only made the record
larger.

"I know them," Ned said.

Aubrey nodded. He was looking at the mixing desk rather than at any of
them. "They recorded at Carne Studio. Up on the heath above Dunmore
Point." He opened a drawer and took out a card. No logo, no address. A
telephone number written in pencil. "Mr. Vane runs it. Tell him Aubrey
sent you."

He handed Ned the card and picked up his tea.

That was all he said about it.

Part Two: Carne

The studio was forty minutes inland from Redwick, on a track that left the
coast road without signage and crossed two kilometres of open heath before
ending at a low brick building that looked as though it had been built by
someone who wanted it not to be found.

Ned had rung the number twice before anyone answered. The voice on
the line was old and exact. Yes, the studio was available. Day rate or week
rate. They would need their own transport. There was nowhere nearby to
eat.

They drove up on a Monday in April. The heath was brown and grey in
the early spring, gorse not yet yellow, the sky a flat white that gave no
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shadow to anything. The building had no sign. There was a blue van parked
beside it that might have been any age.

Mr. Vane opened the door before Ned knocked.

He was small and dry, with hands that were large relative to his frame and
very still when he was not using them. He showed them the live room,
which was larger than the exterior suggested, and the control room behind
glass, and a side room with four narrow beds and a small gas stove. He said:
some bands prefer to sleep on site during longer sessions. He said it without
implication.

Ned looked at the equipment through the glass.

The mixing desk was a Neve, old but maintained to a standard he had not
expected in a building on a heath above the Dunmore coast. The monitors
were large and unfamiliar, mounted on brackets that held them at a precise
angle he could not calculate but which felt correct. Two reel-to-reel
machines stood against the back wall, both loaded. On the tape shelf,
between blank reels, one spine read VESSEL. There was no tape in the box.

"Vessel recorded here," Ned said.

"They did," Mr. Vane said.

"How long were they here."

"Some time." He moved to the desk and began checking faders. The
conversation, his manner suggested, had reached the end of its useful
portion.

Part Three: Early Sessions

The first three days were bad.

Not unusually bad. Bad in the ordinary way of a band trying to find
something in a new room: Cass pitching too high because the reverb was
unfamiliar, Joel losing the root and not noticing, Petch speeding up in the
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second bar of every chorus because he was nervous and no one had told him
he was nervous. Ned broke a string on the first afternoon and did not have
the right replacement and played around the gap for two hours before Mr.
Vane produced a set from a drawer without being asked.

Mr. Vane sat behind the glass and turned the desk and said very little.
Occasionally his voice came through the talkback:

once more from the bridge , or

Joel, the level , or nothing, just a small adjustment to the monitor mix
that told them something had changed without saying what. At five each
afternoon he played back what they had recorded. He offered no opinion.
He let the tape speak.

The tape was honest. They sounded like themselves: the EP band, the
function room band, the band that someone had once called promising.

Ned listened with his arms folded and thought about Vessel and said
nothing.

The fog came in on the fourth day.

It was there when Ned woke in the side room at six: a low layer across the
heath, green in the early light, ankle-deep against the brick walls of the
building. By the time they were set up it had thickened to knee height and
was pressing against the lower half of the studio windows in slow, even
movements. Not wind-driven. It moved against the wind where there was
any.

Mr. Vane took no notice of it.

They began the session. And in the second run-through of the first track,
the monitors did something they had not done before.

Ned heard it before he understood it: a pulse beneath the playback, low
and steady, not quite in time with the track but not random either. He
stopped playing. The others stopped with him.
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"That sound," Ned said into the room mic.

Mr. Vane's voice came through the talkback. "Feedback from the tape
path. It will settle."

It did not settle. But after another run-through Ned stopped hearing it as
a problem and started hearing it as a layer. It was three beats in a cycle: two
short, one long. It sat beneath the track, felt before it was easy to hear.

He noticed, on the third pass, that his left hand had begun to anticipate
it. Not consciously. He would reach for a chord extension at the beginning
of the long beat rather than the short one, pulling a note he had not
planned. The note was not wrong. That was the thing: it was the correct
note, the note the pulse wanted, and he had not chosen it. His hand had
simply been where the pulse said to go.

He played to it without deciding to.

That evening Mr. Vane played back the session. The track had shifted.
Ned could still identify every part, yet their distances from one another felt
wrong.

Cass stood behind Ned and listened without speaking. When it finished
she said:

I didn't sing it like that.

Ned listened again. It was her voice, her melody, her words. It was also
something else.

He wrote in his notebook:

day four. something changed. don't know what.
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Part Four: The Lyrics

Cass had always written the words. She wrote them in a notebook with a
broken spine, in handwriting that Ned could not read unless she read it to
him first. The old songs were about the coast road and a man she did not see
anymore and the specific quality of being twenty-six in a place that expected
nothing of you. They were good words. They were the kind of words that
made sense at eleven at night in a room that smelled of beer.

She was writing differently now.

He noticed it on the sixth day. She had the broken-spine notebook open
on her knee in the live room and was writing with the same fast, certain
movement she used when something was coming out right. He waited until
she set the pen down.

"New one?"

She held the notebook out without looking at him.

He read it.

the mouth of the inlet opens daily

the tide brings back what the tide has known

the pulse is not a question

the pulse is not alone

He read it again. He understood each line. He could not hold the
meaning of all of them together.

"What's it about," he said.

She took the notebook back. "I don't know yet," she said. "I'll know when
we play it."

They played it that afternoon. Mr. Vane adjusted the monitors without
comment. The pulse from the tape was stronger today, or Ned had simply
stopped filtering it. He played to it as a matter of course. When Cass sang
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the words they fit in a way that words did not usually fit, as though the
melody had been written to receive them rather than the other way around.

Mr. Vane played it back. He said:

again, from the top.

He said it in the tone of someone who means:

it hasn't found you yet.

Ned had started keeping his usual recording log: track name, key, tempo,
structure, any departures from the arrangement. He filled three pages in the
first week. In the second week he filled one. In the third week he stopped.

He could not remember the sessions clearly enough to log them. Not
because they were bad. Because they blurred. He would look at his notes
from the previous day and find them incomplete in ways he had not noticed
at the time, as though the sessions were longer than the notes accounted for.

He checked his watch more carefully. The sessions were longer. They
were starting at nine and running to seven or eight in the evening, ten hours
or more, and he was not hungry and not tired and the time was simply
passing without accumulating the way time usually accumulated.

Joel had stopped talking between takes. So had Petch. Ned was not sure
when this had happened. He still talked, but he noticed that when he said
something he was not always sure why he had said it or what response he
had expected.

Mr. Vane made tea in the mornings and brought it to the live room
without asking what anyone wanted. He was always correct about what
anyone wanted. He had been correct since the first day and Ned had not
thought about it until now.

He wrote in his notebook:

ask Vane about Vessel.

He did not ask Vane about Vessel.
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Part Five: The New Songs

The songs they were making now were not the songs they had planned to
make.

The Rattle Cove had arrived at Carne with eight tracks sketched out: one
finished, three close, four in pieces. They had recorded two of the finished
ones in the first week. The others had changed in the recording, or been
replaced entirely by things that arrived in the sessions without
announcement: a chord sequence Ned found under his hands one
afternoon that none of them had heard before, a rhythm that Petch began
playing on the second Tuesday that fit the pulse from the monitors as
though they had been designed for each other.

Ned wrote the chord sequence down. The next morning it looked
correct but he could not hear it in his head the way he could hear the old
songs. He could only hear it when he played it. He tried twice to play it back
from the notation alone and found himself playing something adjacent to it,
something that was not wrong but was not the sequence either. The original
only came back when he stopped trying to remember it and let his hands
begin from the pulse.

Joel had stopped using the tuner. He would touch one string, turn the
peg once, and be right. Ned noticed this twice and then stopped noticing.

Cass's new words arrived faster and faster. She stopped reading them to
the others before sessions. She came in with the notebook open and sang
from it directly, first take, and the words fit the music they were playing
even when she had not heard the music before that moment.

before the inlet

before the shore

before the name

before the door
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the water knew

the water kept

the water does not need to sleep

Ned listened to the playback of that one three times. On the third listen
he realised he could not hear his own guitar in the mix and then realised he
could: it was simply doing something he did not remember deciding to do.
The notes were correct. He could hear that they were correct. He could not
hear how he had chosen them.

Mr. Vane listened. He rolled the tape back and said:

once more.

Part Six: The Last Session

They slept at the studio every night now. No one had suggested stopping.
Ned had thought about it once, driving back from a late session to find the
coast road dark and the van pulling toward the verge, and had turned back.
The side room was adequate. The gas stove worked. The fog was outside,
not inside.

He thought that sometimes: the fog is outside, not inside. He was not
sure why it needed thinking.

The final session was a Tuesday. Ned knew it was the last session because
Mr. Vane said so when he came to the live room at nine in the morning. He
said:

today we'll finish the record.

He said it the way he said everything, as a fact about the world.

They played for fourteen hours.

Ned knew the fourteen hours only from his watch, which he checked at
the end. During the session time did not accumulate. It passed as a single
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long movement, the way a piece of music passes: with internal structure and
momentum but without the ordinary checkpoints of hunger or fatigue or
the changing light. The windows darkened and he did not notice. The fog
pressed against the glass all day, dense and still, and he did not notice that
either.

The last track arrived in the fourth hour, or the eighth, or somewhere
between. None of them had brought it in. It began with Petch: a pattern on
the floor tom that followed the monitor pulse exactly, three beats in the
cycle, two short and one long. He had not counted it in. The pattern was
simply there before the others were ready, as though he had been given the
start and the rest were catching up. Joel found the bass note without looking
at Ned. It was not in any key they had established. It became correct the
moment everyone else moved to it. Ned found the chord. He heard it in the
monitors half a beat before his hand reached it. For a moment he thought
the tape return was delayed. Then he understood that delay was the wrong
word. The sound had come first. His hand followed. Cass stood at the
microphone with her eyes closed and her head slightly forward and sang:

before the name

before the room

before the first mouth found the tune every throat beneath the water

every note beneath the sun

come down come down

come down to where the water starts

come down

come down and leave the rest of it behind

One take.

Mr. Vane's voice came through the talkback. He said:

that's it.
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He played it back in the control room, all four of them standing behind
the glass while the monitors filled the room with what they had made. Ned
listened. He knew within the first minute that it was the best thing he had
ever been part of. He knew it the way he had known the chord sequence:
objectively, without the usual ambivalence that came with finished work.
This was not ambivalence. This was a fact.

He also knew, at the same time, without knowing how he knew it, that
the record was not theirs in the way their previous work had been theirs.
The EP in his guitar case, the songs Cass had written about the coast road
and the man she did not see anymore: those were theirs. This was something
they had been used to make.

He held both facts at once and neither of them produced a feeling he
could name.

Cass was facing the monitors rather than the glass. Her face was open in a
way he had not seen before, or had seen and no longer recognised.

He said: "Did Vessel feel like this."

Mr. Vane was at the desk, not looking at him. "Vessel isn't here anymore,"
he said.

"Where did they go."

Mr. Vane made a small adjustment to a fader. "On," he said.

Part Seven: The Road

They packed the van in the dark. The fog was knee-high across the heath
and the headlights caught it in flat green sheets as Ned turned out of the
track onto the coast road. The tape was in a box on the back seat, warm
though the van was cold, labelled in Mr. Vane's pencil handwriting. The
label said:

Rattle Cove - Carne Sessions.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

260

Nothing else.

Nobody spoke.

Ned reached for his guitar case to make room on the seat and felt the
folded review still tucked beneath the strap. He pulled it out and read it in
the dashboard light. The word

promising

looked correct. He could not remember what it had promised.

Ned drove. The coast road ran south along the cliff edge and then curved
inland through Dunmore and then back toward Redwick. He had driven it
enough times that his hands knew it. He kept his speed down in the fog.

At the edge of Dunmore the road widened briefly and there was a wall on
the left where the village posted notices: events, planning applications, lost
dogs. And a poster, large, weathered at the corners, the paper rippled from
previous rain but still readable.

VESSEL - CARNMOUTH HALL - ONE NIGHT ONLY

The image was the band. Four figures, close together, lit from below the
way promotional photographs were sometimes lit to create a particular
quality of remoteness. The singer was in the centre. Ned looked at the poster
as he passed.

He looked in the rear-view mirror.

He looked back at the road.

The road required his attention and he gave it his attention.

The record was released in September on a small label out of Falmouth
that had not previously released anything outside its region. By November it
was the most-discussed record of the year in three separate publications,
none of which could agree on how to describe it. One critic wrote that it
sounded like something that had always existed and was only now being
heard for the first time. Another wrote that it made him feel,
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unaccountably, that he was being watched. A third said only: you should
hear this, and did not elaborate.

The Rattle Cove played three shows that autumn to support the release.
The venues were full. Somewhere beneath the music, if you were listening
for it, the pulse was there: two short beats, one long. Between songs, no one
spoke. The applause came half a second late each time.

End
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COASTAL ARTS
QUARTERLY Vol. 14, No. 3

RECORDINGS - BRIEF NOTICES

The Rattle Cove - Carne Sessions

Released through a small Falmouth label. Available through the usual
coastal outlets and by post from the label address.

This record arrived without press material, without a photograph of the
band, and without any information about where it was recorded or when.
The label name is handwritten on the inner sleeve. There is no contact
address for interviews.

It is, nonetheless, the most discussed record to have come out of this
region in some years, and the notices below reflect the response it has
received from those who have heard it.

The sound is difficult to describe accurately. Several reviewers have noted
that the record appears different on repeated listening: not in the sense that
new details emerge, which is true of most good records, but in the sense that
the first listen and the third listen seem not to be of the same object. One
reviewer, asked to elaborate, said only that the first time he had been paying
attention to the music and the second time he had not been able to.

The vocals are clearly those of a single performer, a woman, though her
name does not appear in the sleeve notes. The lyrics do not resolve into
conventional meaning. They accumulate.

Three people have asked this publication whether the record is safe to
play in the presence of children. The record remains commercially available.
We have no basis on which to issue a safety judgment.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

263

The Rattle Cove are understood to be touring this autumn. Venues have
not been confirmed. The applause at their recent performances has been
described by those present as coming slightly after the music stops.

Recommended. With reservations we cannot fully articulate.

End
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The Frequency

Part One: The Pamphlet

The pamphlet was better than his, and Ray Garrick knew it somewhere
outside Ashford, the van rattling over a road that had not been properly
maintained since the collapse of the county council. He held it against the
steering wheel and read it again in the grey afternoon light.

The body knows what the mind refuses. Come to the Cleansing. Elspeth
Vane, live broadcast and gathering. The Corn Exchange, Holt. Saturday,
fourth bell.

No price listed. No promises spelled out. Just that word: cleansing.

His own pamphlets said

Restoration Through Natural Method. Ray Garrick, Certified
Practitioner of Vitalist Medicine . He had printed them on heavier stock.
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They cost him four shillings a hundred and he considered that an
investment.

He folded hers and put it in his coat pocket.

That was what he kept turning over when he thought about Elspeth
Vane. That she charged nothing. That the rooms stayed full.

And that she had started using music.

He had heard the record once on the Fakenham late programme, badly
tuned through the van speakers while rain worked at the windscreen. He
had not liked it. That was the first thing. He had not liked it and then, ten
minutes after it ended, he had found himself humming the interval between
two notes he could not have named. Two short beats and one long. By
morning he had decided the effect was suggestibility, which was the name
professionals gave to things amateurs called power.

He had spent two years on the circuit. He had printed better pamphlets
than hers on heavier stock and charged accordingly and some of his clients
had improved and some had not. He was a certified practitioner of vitalist
medicine, which meant he had paid twelve shillings for the certificate and
understood the rudiments of the system well enough to speak about it
without pausing. He had also spent twelve years on the morning
programme for Radio Norfolk, which meant he understood rooms and
audiences and the particular arithmetic of people who came back. He had
learned after Carol that desperation had a sound, and that sound filled halls.
Elspeth Vane's rooms were full and his were not. That was a professional
problem. He drove into Holt in the late afternoon.



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

266

Part Two: The Hall

The corn hall was larger than he expected. Two hundred chairs, perhaps
more, arranged in rows facing a low stage. On the stage, a table with a brass
basin of the kind used for washing, and beside the basin, a radio transmitter
the size of a small suitcase, a green light burning on its front panel. The light
pulsed twice, then once, before Elspeth spoke, then steadied while she
spoke, as though the machine were taking the room's measure before she
used it.

He found a seat at the back and watched people arrive.

The pattern was the same as the other towns: older people, mostly, with
the particular careful movement of people in chronic pain. But also younger
ones. A woman in her thirties held one arm close against her body with the
practised economy of chronic pain. A man whose age was hard to place
because whatever had happened to him had taken the usual markers with it.
They came in twos and threes, speaking quietly, and the hall filled in a way
that the meetings Ray held had stopped filling eighteen months ago.

He estimated the room. Two hundred chairs, perhaps a hundred and
sixty occupied. He had not filled more than ninety in the last six months.

He thought: what is her cost per head. What is her conversion rate from
first session to supplement purchase. The transmitter scales. The basin is the
live event. She has separated the two revenue streams.

He thought: she has built this better than I have.

He put his pen to his notebook and caught himself and wrote nothing.

Elspeth Vane came on stage at the fourth bell.

She was taller than he had imagined from the pamphlet photograph, and
her face had the quality he had seen in the Dereham woman's hands: not
healed, exactly. Something more settled than healed. She wore a plain grey
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dress and her hair was back and she stood at the microphone without
adjusting it and looked out at the room before she spoke.

"Some of you have been before," she said. "Some of you have heard the
programme on the radio and thought: I have nothing to lose."

Pause.

"That's all right. That's enough."

She explained the fog briefly and without drama, as if describing
equipment. It was a natural medium. She had been working with it for two
years. The body, she said, had frequencies that the fog could read. It did not
heal. She was precise about this. It did not supply anything the body did not
already have. It clarified. It removed what was blocking what was already
there.

Ray took notes.

She had one of the men bring the basin to the edge of the stage. It was
filled with a green concentration, denser than the ambient fog, moving with
the same slow internal currents he had seen in every vessel he had examined.
She did not make ceremony of it. She simply said: this is the medium, and if
you want to work with it tonight, come forward.

Twelve people came forward.

He watched them one by one. The process was simple: she placed her
hand briefly on the basin rim, the person leaned over it, breathed twice,
straightened. Nothing visible happened for most of them. Several looked
disappointed. Then the woman with the held arm reached the basin.

She leaned forward. She breathed once.

Her arm dropped to her side. The fingers opened one by one, too slowly,
as if something had to remember the order. She looked at it. She stared at her
hand, turning it once at the wrist as the fingers opened.
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She straightened without saying anything and walked back to her seat
and Ray watched her sit down and rest both hands on her knees, flat, and
look at them, and not look up for the rest of the session.

He wrote:

real effect, or relief of anticipation? No way to know from here .

At the end, Elspeth invited questions.

On the table by the exit stood a crate of small brown bottles. The labels
listed no ingredients, only a dilution number and a handwritten initial. Ray
had the price list in his research file. He knew what the margins were.

He raised his hand.

"The supplementation programme," he said. "The maintenance doses
between sessions. What's in them."

The room shifted. Not hostility. Attention.

Elspeth looked at him. She had very clear eyes and they were doing what
clear eyes do when they have found what they were looking for.

"Trace mineral suspension," she said. "The same compound as the basin,
in diluted form. For between sessions, when the fog isn't accessible."

"Available for purchase."

"Available," she said. "Yes."

"And the ones who don't come back," he said. "After the first session,
some of them don't come back. Why."

She looked at him. Something worked across her face that was older than
composure.

"Some people," she said, "find one session is enough."

He did not push it. He had what he had come for.
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Part Three: Backstage

He found her backstage afterward. She was coiling the transmitter cable
with the automatic efficiency of someone who had packed and repacked for
years. He had expected assistants. There were none.

"Mr. Garrick," she said, without turning around. "I wondered when
you'd introduce yourself."

"You knew I was following the circuit."

"I knew someone was." She set the cable down and turned. "There are
more of you than people think. Men with theories. Men with pamphlets."
She looked at him without hostility. "You were better at the questions than
most."

"The ones who don't come back," he said. "If one session were enough,
they'd leave satisfied. This is different."

She sat down on a crate. "No."

"What is it."

She was quiet. She picked up the transmitter cable and ran a short length
through her fingers.

"Some people come once," she said.

"And?"

"And afterward they stop asking for another session."

"Because they're better?"

Elspeth looked toward the hall. The woman with the freed arm was
standing by the exit, flexing her fingers one at a time while a friend held her
coat.

"Ask them," she said.

"I'm asking you."
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"I know."

She set the cable down.

The smell from the basin reached him. Mineral, with the cold metallic
note he had noticed from the van radio after rain.

"What happens in the basin?" he asked.

"Something measurable happens," she said. "That is as far as I can take
you."

"Why the radio," he said.

"Reach," she said. "People who can't travel. People who are too ill to
come to a session." She put one hand briefly on the transmitter casing, with
the back of two fingers, checking its warmth. "It doesn't carry the same way
as the basin. But something carries."

He pictured farmhouses and cottages with radios tuned to her frequency,
the sick and the isolated listening alone after dark.

"What about the woman with her arm," he said.

"Front row. Shoulder injury. She held it differently after."

"Yes."

"Is that a common result."

"It's a real result," she said. "Whether it's common depends on the
person." She looked at him steadily. "I keep records of what changes. I
stopped pretending the records explained it."

He reached for his notebook. On the last page of his notes, below

coordinated response, involuntary? Frequency effect? , was a line in his
own handwriting he did not remember writing.

ask her about the ones who don't come back.
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He stared at it. His own pressure, his own leftward lean. He had been
writing quickly during the session. He could have written it at any point and
forgotten. That was the most likely explanation.

He closed the notebook.

"I'll need a basin," he said.

The sentence was in the room before he had chosen it.

Elspeth looked at him for a long time. Her face was the face he could not
read.

"Yes," she said. "You will. Not for the reason you think."

Part Four: The Lay-By

He drove home through the dark. An hour outside Holt he pulled into a
lay-by and opened the notebook under the van's interior light.

He found the page.

He read it three times.

The notes from the session were his: rushed, abbreviated, the
handwriting he produced when he was trying to keep up with events. The
note about the woman with the arm was his. The question about the
supplement margins was his.

ask her about the ones who don't come back

was also his. Same pen. Same pressure. The sentence sat between two
other lines without break, as if he had always intended to write it there.

He could not remember writing it.

He sat in the lay-by for ten minutes. Then he put the notebook in the
glovebox and drove on.
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He told himself: you were distracted. You wrote it during the questions
and it went straight from the thought to the hand without the middle step.
That happened. That was a thing that happened to people.

He did not open the glovebox again until morning.

Part Five: The Morning

In the morning the question in the notebook looked the same.

Carol's garden beyond the kitchen window had gone to seed. She had
been ill for three years before the regional hospital became a building rather
than a service, and in the last months she had slept with the radio low beside
the bed, often to repeats of Ray's old programme.

He made tea and read the line again:

ask her about the ones who don't come back.

It had been useful. He had asked it, and Elspeth's refusal had told him
more than an answer would have.

Three further lines sat below it in his handwriting:

hire generator.

keep the pamphlets.

say it first.

He remembered none of them.

Ray put both hands on the table. The handwriting was his. The
instructions also happened to be practical.

He took Elspeth's pamphlet from his coat pocket.

The body knows what the mind refuses.
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He had spent years saying versions of the same thing into microphones.
He had also spent years learning how easily a room mistook confidence for
proof.

He drafted a warning for his own pamphlet, read it twice, and crossed it
out because it made the first line weaker.

By noon he had hired a generator and ordered a basin.

Part Six: The Fakenham Hall

Three weeks later Ray Garrick stood on a low stage in the assembly room of
the Fakenham corn hall and looked out at sixty people sitting in folding
chairs in the October dark. The basin was on its stand to his left. His
transmitter was smaller than Elspeth's and he had borrowed the generator.

He had his pamphlets on a table by the door. He had not changed the
design.

He put his hands on either side of the microphone stand.

The smell from the basin reached him. Mineral. Ancient. That other
thing, the thing without a name.

In the third row, a man he did not know sat very still. He was perhaps
forty-five, the particular stillness of someone who had been in pain for long
enough that stillness had become the default position. He was watching the
basin, not the stage, not Ray.

Ray looked at him.

He had not seen that expression before. He had seen hope, and he had
seen scepticism, and he had seen the careful blankness of people who had
been disappointed too many times to risk either. This was not any of those.
This was the expression of the woman in the front row at Holt, before she
leaned over the basin. Before the thing had happened to her arm.
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Recognition. The word came to Ray and he had no reason for it and no
way to refuse it.

He took a breath.

"The body knows," he said, "what the mind refuses."

In the third row, the man's lips moved half a second before Ray's. Then
his hands opened on his knees. He leaned forward slightly. He was not
watching Ray at all.

Ray saw it and let it pass. He was already speaking.

Below the words and the generator's hum, the green concentration in the
basin had begun the same slow rotation he had seen at Holt.

He kept speaking. His hands on the stand were steady. His voice carried
to the back of the hall, pausing in places he had not marked in his notes and
landing on words he had not planned to stress. In twelve years of radio he
had called this being in the room.

He was still speaking. The words were still his.

He was no longer certain they had started that way.

On the transmitter, the green light pulsed before each sentence found his
mouth.

In the third row, the man waited.

His lips had already begun the next line.

End
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The Fixative

Part One: The Studio

The first thing Marion Prowse noticed was the smell.

Not the fog, though the fog was there too, sitting in the low places of the
lane outside. Something else: linseed and something sharper beneath it,
mineral and cold, the smell of a room where the windows had not been
opened in a long time.

The studio was on Croft Lane, above a saddler's that had closed three
years back. The building was stone, the door original, the buzzer a recent
addition that looked embarrassed about itself. A handwritten card in the
frame read A. Lund - by appointment. She had made the appointment. She
rang.
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The man who came down the stairs moved quickly for someone his age,
which was somewhere between fifty and seventy, the gap occupied by a
lean, unsettled energy. White shirt, sleeves rolled. Dark trousers that had
seen paint and been wiped but not washed. Hands that were green at the
knuckles, green under the nails, green along the creases of the palm in a way
that did not wash out.

"Mrs. Prowse." He held the door. "Come up."

She had seen the work in the Courier's supplement: a double page, two
photographs, a short piece by a writer who seemed unsure whether he was
describing something admirable or something troubling. The images were
of two paintings, both large, both figurative. A woman at a window. A man
seated. Extraordinary likenesses, the writer said. Something in them that
goes beyond likeness, he also said, and then did not pursue it further.

She had looked at them for a long time.

She had been trying for years to have Thomas properly seen. Every
photograph missed him by the same margin.

Thomas had never liked being photographed. In photographs he always
looked patient rather than present.

The studio occupied the entire upper floor. High ceiling, north light
through unwashed glass, the walls covered in finished and unfinished
canvases stacked three deep. And green. Green everywhere: green-tinged
light, green stains on the floorboards, a green cast to the shadows that might
have been paint and might have been something else. On the long
worktable, jars. Dozens of them. Clear glass, sealed with rubber-gasketed
lids, each containing what looked at first like ordinary fog.

It was not ordinary fog.

She had grown up on this coast. She knew the mineral smell of the green
fog and its habit of moving against the wind. The jars held something
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condensed from it: denser, stiller, a green so particular it looked almost
luminescent in the grey afternoon light.

Lund watched her look at the jars.

"May I?" she asked.

"Don't open them."

She picked one up. It was heavier than she expected. When she tilted it,
the contents lagged behind the glass, then climbed after the movement had
stopped.

"How do you collect it?"

"The same way anyone collects anything from the coast." He moved to
the worktable. "Carefully, and at the right time."

"And the paintings."

"The paintings use it as a component. A fixative of sorts." He picked up a
brush and set it down again. "It changes how the pigment takes the surface. I
stopped trying to explain it to people after the third time. What it does," he
said, more to himself than to her, "is fix the moment before the subject
understands what is being taken."

"The Courier piece said the likeness was - "

"The Courier piece said a lot of things." He turned to face her. "What
would you like to commission, Mrs. Prowse?"

She looked at the wall of canvases.

"A portrait of my husband," she said. "Thomas. He'll sit for it. As many
sessions as you need."

Lund considered her for a second too long.

"Bring him on Thursday," he said. "Afternoon."
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Part Two: The Sittings

Thomas came on Thursday. He sat in the chair Lund positioned in the
north light, and he did not complain about the cold or the smell or the three
hours that the first session lasted. He was not a man who complained. He
was, Marion thought, watching from the narrow bench at the studio's edge,
the best kind of man: steady, unhurried, comfortable in silence.

Lund worked quickly at first and then slowly. He spoke to Thomas
twice, instructional things: chin up, left shoulder forward. He moved
around him in short arcs, repeatedly changing his angle. At one point he
opened a jar only a fraction. The green inside leaned toward Thomas before
the brush entered it. Lund closed the jar and said nothing. He did not show
them the canvas.

They drove home in the grey early evening, the fog thick off the water,
lying across the fields in long green formations.

"He's strange," Thomas said.

"Most artists are strange."

"No. I mean he's strange in a specific way." Thomas looked out at the fog.
"He was very interested in my hands."

The second session was on Monday. And the third on Thursday.

Between the second and third, Marion noticed the first thing.

She noticed it in the morning, across the breakfast table. Thomas was
reading the paper. She had watched him read the paper five thousand times
and knew the routine: holding it slightly to the left, the small frown above
his glasses when he read something he disagreed with, the way he turned the
page with a flick that always threatened to fold it wrong. This time the paper
was held straight. The frown did not come. The page turned carefully.
Thomas had never been careful with a newspaper.

She said: "Is the news bad?"
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He said: "No."

That was all. Thomas said no when the news was bad and he said yes
when it was not and she had accepted this because it was him. Now she
waited for the follow-up: the comment about the harbour authority, or the
inland road project, or whatever had caught his eye. It did not come. He
turned another page with that careful deliberate turn.

She poured her tea and said nothing.

After the fourth session, the following Thursday, she noticed the second
thing.

They were in the kitchen, the window open onto the back garden, the
evening warm enough. She was at the counter; he was at the table. She said
his name. He paused for a fraction, then turned his head with exact,
measured speed. As though he had heard the word and processed it and then
performed the turn.

She said: "Are you all right?"

He said: "Yes."

The word was correct. The voice was his voice. The face was his face. She
stood at the counter with the peeler in her hand and told herself that she was
tired and that she should stop studying her husband for errors.

She did not stop watching him.

That night he asked her whether his hands had always looked like his
hands.

She said yes. He nodded, as if this answered something. She lay awake for
a long time after he fell asleep.

Part Three: The Waking

She woke on a Friday morning and the bed was cold beside her.
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She lay still, which was what you do when the absence is so ordinary,
bathroom, early start, something forgotten downstairs, that you do not yet
know it is the other kind of absence. She waited. The house was quiet. She
waited longer.

She got up.

Every room. The bathroom, the landing, the kitchen, the small room
where Thomas kept his papers and his books. The garden, the street. The
car was in the drive. His coat was on the hook. His shoes - both pairs - were
in the hall.

She called his phone. It rang upstairs. She had not looked in the bedroom
carefully enough. She went back. The phone was on his nightstand. His
wallet was beside it. The wallet contained his cards, his library membership,
the photograph of her that he had carried since they were twenty-two and
which he refused to replace though her face in it was twenty-two and she
was not.

She sat on the bed.

After a while she called the police.

The police were careful and not unkind. They took note of the coat and
the shoes. They asked questions she answered. They said things she
understood were true: that adults leave, that the first forty-eight hours were
when most people turned up. They said they would be in touch.

She called his sister, and his friend Rowe, and two others. No one had
seen him. No one had heard from him.

That afternoon she drove to Croft Lane.

Lund opened the door. He was in his painting clothes, which was the
only kind of clothes she had seen him in. He looked at her face.

"Mrs. Prowse."

"He's gone. Thomas. He didn't come home."
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Lund stepped back. She followed him upstairs.

The painting was covered with a cloth. She crossed to it and pulled the
cloth away.

She had been prepared, in some part of herself, for a good likeness. The
Courier piece had said extraordinary. She had tried to hold that word at the
right distance.

The painting carried details no likeness should have held: the weight
behind Thomas's eyes, the small asymmetry at his mouth, the private fatigue
Clare knew from mornings. He sat in the chair. His hands were in his lap
with their familiar weight and the particular looseness of his knuckles. His
face had the expression he wore when he was thinking about something he
had not yet decided. Every detail was exact. Every detail was more than
exact.

She looked at the eyes.

The eyes looked back.

"He's in there," she said. She heard herself say it. It sounded wrong and
true at the same time.

Lund stood behind her. He kept his hands behind his back.

"The fog takes an interest in certain processes," he said. "I've found it's
better not to inquire too carefully into which ones."

She turned around.

"Can you get him out?"

Lund looked at the covered painting. It was the look of a man checking
whether a crack had widened since yesterday.

"Not after the surface takes," he said.

She pulled the cloth back over the painting. She covered him again. It felt
like closing a lid. She could not look at those eyes in that light.
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She left without speaking again.

Part Four: The Other Woman

Three days later, the Courier ran a small piece. Local man missing. Three
paragraphs. The photograph was their wedding photograph, cropped. She
had not given them a better one in time.

It was the photograph that did it.

A woman called Taverner rang the next evening. Her voice was careful.

"My husband disappeared four months ago. I saw your photograph and I
wondered - " A pause. "Did your husband sit for Lund? The painter on
Croft Lane?"

Marion said yes.

Another pause.

"Mine did too." The woman's name was Clare. "He did a sculpture. My
husband. A bronze. Lund called it an impression. He made it himself, but
there was something in the bronze, some process. He used the - he used the
fog somehow. The foundry man said he'd never seen anything like it."

"Where is the sculpture?"

"In the studio. I couldn't take it home. I tried. I got it as far as the car and
I drove around the block and brought it back." Her voice was steady, the
way voices get when they have been steady for a long time. "It's in the studio.
With the paintings."

They met in the car park of the harbour office, neutral ground. Clare
Taverner was smaller than her voice, composed, with the look of someone
who had stopped sleeping properly two months ago and had adjusted to it.

"How did you find him? Lund."
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"Word of mouth." Clare turned to look at the fog on the water. "My
husband followed the work. He was interested in the technique. The use of
the fog as a material."

"My husband never knew what was happening to him." Marion looked at
her hands. "I watched it happen and I didn't stop it."

"You didn't know what to stop."

"No."

They sat with that for a while.

"The police?" Marion asked.

"They were thorough, in a formal sense." Clare looked at a point
somewhere past the harbour wall. "They found nothing. No evidence of any
crime. No evidence of anything." She paused. "A man is allowed to leave."

Marion thought of the wallet. The photograph.

"He wouldn't leave the photograph," she said.

"My husband wouldn't leave his dog." Clare folded her hands in her lap.
"The dog is still at home. She waits at the door every evening."

Part Five: The Atelier

The exhibition was in Hadleigh, twenty miles north. The Courier listed it
on the same day Lund's name appeared in a short piece about a regional arts
prize. Marion found the listing on a Tuesday. The exhibition ran through
Friday.

"Thursday," Clare said. "He'll be in Hadleigh."

"We don't know that."

"The opening is Thursday evening. He'll go. He always goes." She said it
with a certainty that Marion chose not to examine.
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They went on Thursday at seven.

The key was not a key. The door to the saddler's below had a broken
latch that Clare had found on her first visit, testing quietly, weeks before she
had any use for it. She had not told Marion about those visits. Marion had
not asked.

The studio was dark and cold and smelled of linseed and the other thing
under linseed. Marion clicked on her torch. The jars on the worktable
caught the light and held it longer than they should have, the green inside
them luminous in the dark.

They moved through the studio. Canvases on every wall, stacked and
hanging, figures in green-tinged paint, all of them carrying the compressed
presence she had seen in Thomas's portrait, as if the figures were pushing
against the canvas from behind.

Clare stopped at a shape under a cloth in the corner. She did not pull the
cloth off. She stood there, her hand resting on the fabric, and then she
moved on.

Marion did not ask.

They counted. Eleven paintings visible. Four sculptures. Two more
canvases stacked face-in against the north wall, their backs showing.

And the fog.

It came in at the bottom of the window frames, which did not seal
properly. Not unusual: the fog came in wherever it could find a way. But
here it moved differently, rising in slow formations instead of lying flat as it
did on open ground, curling upward along the legs of the worktable, finding
the shelves, the jars, the spaces between canvases.

Marion stood in the middle of the room and watched it move.

She felt something in the room shift. Not a sound, not a movement. A
change of quality: the attention of the dark. The fog moved along the wall
of paintings and the paintings did not change but something in them
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altered, some pressure behind the surface that she was aware of without
being able to locate it.

She turned to Clare.

Clare was not looking at the paintings. She was looking at her husband's
sculpture.

The cloth had fallen. Marion did not know when. The bronze was a
seated figure, a man with familiar hands, and the fog had risen to its level
and was moving around it in formations that were not random.

"We should go," Marion said.

She said it clearly and she meant it. She did not move. Neither did Clare.

Marion's hand was on Thomas's covered frame. She did not remember
putting it there. But she knew why. She lifted the cloth.

The fog reached the jars. Inside the sealed glass, the green turned once, all
at the same time.

Marion tried to lift her hand from the frame and found that she had
already forgotten how.

End
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The Shaft

Part One: The Entrance

The padlock had rusted through at the shackle, which Morrow took as
confirmation rather than warning. He worked the chain free while Aldiss
held a lamp and Greaves stood back with his hands in his coat pockets,
reading the colliery board that was still bolted to the gatepost.

"Nineteen forty-one," Greaves said. "That's when they closed it."

"I know when they closed it." Morrow dropped the chain. "You said that
in the van."

"I'm saying it again. There's a reason they closed it early. The seam wasn't
exhausted."

Morrow looked at him. "You read the same survey I did."

"I read more than the survey."
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Morrow let that pass. He pushed the gate.

The gate swung inward on one working hinge. The shaft entrance was a
horizontal cut in the hillside, dressed stone around the mouth, the interior
dropping away into dark that the afternoon light did not reach. A smell
came up from it: mineral, dry, a coastal note that had no business being this
far from the sea. Greaves had encountered it once before, in a document,
not in the field.

Calder had described the same smell in his report from 1938. Organic
and coastal, he had written, and underlined both words. In the margin
beside them, one number Greaves had never been able to place: 61.

The report ended three pages later, mid-sentence.

He had not mentioned this to Morrow. What he had mentioned to no
one was the last line of the colliery supervisor's log, November 1941: the
men who came up from the lower level that morning were counted in and
counted out and the second count was one higher than the first. The first
count had been sixty.

Morrow went first. He had the better lamp, an LED unit with a claimed
eight-hour battery and a beam that reached twenty metres without
narrowing. He had bought it for this specific purpose. He had bought a
backup as well, which Aldiss carried. Greaves, who had been skeptical from
the planning stage and had said so at each opportunity, had brought an oil
lamp from the house he rented on the coast road. A brass-bodied thing with
a glass chimney and a wick he had trimmed himself. Morrow had laughed at
it in the van.

Calder's last complete recommendation had been practical: bring flame.

The lamp was in Greaves's pack now, wrapped in a cloth.

"After you," Greaves said.

The first fifty metres were easy. The roof held. The floor was compacted
stone dust, dry and even. Morrow's lamp showed the walls clearly:
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sandstone mostly, some shoring timber that had gone grey but not soft, pick
marks still visible in the lower courses where the original cutters had worked
below the seam. The air was cool and still.

"It goes left," Aldiss said, behind him. "Forty-three metres from the
entrance. Forty-four."

"I can see that."

"The survey said the main gallery was eighty metres in. Left turn, then
straight for another thirty. I've been counting."

Aldiss counted when he was nervous. He called it method.

"I know what the survey said. You printed it."

Greaves said nothing. He was listening to the dripping.

It had started ten metres in, faint and regular, coming from somewhere
above or ahead, it was difficult to say which. Not heavy. The sound of single
drops finding stone at even intervals. Greaves had noticed it because of the
intervals: too consistent for water running by gravity, too persistent for a
single drip working through a fissure. He had not said anything about it yet.

They turned left.

The gallery was wider than the approach tunnel, lower-roofed, with a
rusted iron rail still set into the floor on one side. The temperature dropped
two or three degrees in a single step.

Aldiss swung his lamp at the walls. "Here."

The seam was still visible in the east face: a dark diagonal band running
from ankle height to crown, a metre wide at its broadest. Long since
emptied, but the geology was clear.

"So they took everything," Aldiss said.

"Not everything." Morrow moved further along the gallery. "The survey
notes another level. There's a drop somewhere ahead. The management
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records show a second shaft was cut in thirty-eight, three years before
closure. That's what we're looking for."

"And the lockbox."

"And the lockbox, yes." Morrow had found a reference to it in the
management archive: a sealed iron box, built into the lower chamber wall in
the summer of thirty-eight, contents logged as survey instruments. No
retrieval record. He had told himself that meant opportunity. Old survey
instruments had buyers, and sealed records had better ones.

Greaves crouched at the rail line. The dripping continued above him, the
same tempo, the same weight. He put his hand on the iron. The iron was
cold through the glove, a deep stored cold.

He stood up and followed the other two.

Part Two: The Drop

The second level was reached by a cut stairway, twelve steps down, the edges
worn smooth in the centre where boots had worked them for years. Morrow
went first, his lamp sweeping the chamber below. Aldiss followed. Greaves
came last, one hand on the wall.

The chamber was larger than the gallery above. The roof was three
metres, the floor uneven, the walls showing a different geology: darker
stone, damp in patches, a smell of deep water somewhere beneath.

And warmer.

The drop in temperature from the gallery above reversed immediately.
The air in the chamber was close and wet, the warmth of enclosed rock, the
particular pressure of a sealed space that has held the same air for decades.
Greaves felt it on his face as he reached the bottom step. Morrow had
already moved to the far wall.

"There," Morrow said.
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A recess in the north face, half a metre wide, iron-framed, a heavy timber
door that had swollen in the damp and sat slightly off its frame. A chain
across it, newer than the one at the gate, a padlock that had not rusted.

"That's a different lock," Aldiss said.

"Yes."

"Someone's been here."

"Someone's been here and locked something up," Morrow said. "That's
the point."

Greaves looked at the door. Then he looked at the corners of the
chamber, where the dark was complete beyond the reach of Morrow's lamp.
Then he listened for the dripping.

It had stopped.

He noticed the silence before he understood what had stopped. He
turned his head. Silence, except for their breathing and the faint sound of
Morrow testing the padlock.

Then the dripping started again. Faster than before.

The padlock did not yield to the bolt cutters Morrow had packed. The
shackle was hardened steel, recent manufacture, and the cutters bit without
cutting. Morrow worked at it for four minutes and then stepped back.

"There's another way in," Aldiss said. He had moved along the chamber
wall. "Look."

A second opening, narrower, no frame, the stone around it natural rather
than dressed. A crack that had been widened, or a fault in the rock that had
been found and followed. The darkness inside it was total.

Morrow's lamp showed it going left and then dropping out of sight.

"How far," Morrow said.

"Can't tell."
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"It connects to the recess on the other side of that door. Has to. The
management notes said the lockbox was built into the wall. If the door's
blocked, this is the way."

Greaves was looking at the moisture on the stone around the lip of the
crack. The smell from inside it was different from the chamber: colder,
sharper, unmistakably coastal. Calder had called it organic. That was the
word in the report: organic and coastal, underlining his own.

"I'll wait here," he said.

Morrow looked at him.

"There's only room for two at a time," Greaves said. "Someone should
stay with the exit."

This was true and they all knew it and Morrow let it pass. He had told
himself he was there to stop Morrow going in alone. He had told himself the
report was inconclusive.

Morrow went in first, sideways, and Aldiss looked at his watch before
following, counting under his breath, and their lamps diminished around
the left-hand turn and the chamber was quiet.

Greaves sat on the bottom step of the stairway and listened to the
dripping.

Part Three: The Dark

He heard them for eleven minutes by his watch. Voices, the scrape of boots
on stone, Aldiss counting distances in a low continuous murmur, the
numbers reaching Greaves in fragments: twenty-two, twenty-three. A
metallic sound that might have been the padlock mechanism reached from
the other side. Then the counting stopped. Then Aldiss saying something he
could not make out, and Morrow's reply, and then a silence that was
different from the silence of men working.
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Then Morrow's voice, flat and strange: "It's empty."

Greaves stood up.

"It's empty," Morrow said again, louder. "The box is empty. But the
inside is warm."

Then a sound that was not either of them.

It came from further in, from somewhere below the chamber floor, or
from the walls themselves, nowhere near the crack or the direction they had
gone. Low and even, felt in the chest before it registered in the ears.

Greaves stood up.

The lamp on Morrow's LED unit flickered.

He saw it: the light in the crack, reaching the chamber wall at a shallow
angle, stuttering once, steadying, stuttering again. Then Aldiss's voice,
louder: "Morrow." Then silence.

The LED light went out.

Complete dark. His open eyes made no difference.

Greaves reached into his pack. His hands were steady. He found the oil
lamp by shape and unwrapped it and found the matches in the side pocket
where he had put them. Three strikes. The third caught. He touched it to
the wick and the flame came up yellow and ordinary and he lowered the
glass chimney over it.

The chamber appeared around him.

It was larger than he had thought.

The walls were further back than Morrow's lamp had shown, or the
shadows had made them seem closer. The ceiling was higher. And along the
base of the far wall, pooling in the uneven floor, catching the lamplight in a
way that made it seem to generate its own, was the fog.
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Not much of it. Ankle height. Greenish-grey, moving in slow circulations
that had nothing to do with any air current in the chamber. The colour of it
was wrong for underground: too bright, a luminosity that belonged to the
coast on certain mornings, to the harbour mouth when the conditions were
right.

Greaves stood still and looked at it.

Then Morrow came out of the crack.

He came out fast, sideways, and he was not carrying his lamp. His hands
were empty and his face was wrong and he did not look at Greaves. He
looked at the fog.

"The lamp went," he said.

"I know. I've got the oil lamp."

Morrow looked at it without relief. Too fixedly, as if he had been
instructed.

"The lockbox," Morrow said. "We found it. We got it open."

"What was inside."

Morrow looked at the crack. "He's coming."

"Morrow. What was inside the box."

"Nothing. It was empty."

"Where's Aldiss."

Morrow looked at the crack. "He's coming."

They waited. The fog moved around Morrow's boots. He did not step
back from it. He stood and looked at the crack and his breathing was
audible in the chamber and the low sound from below the floor continued,
the same register, the same patience.

Aldiss did not come.
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"How far back," Greaves said.

"Not far. Twenty metres. Maybe less."

"Then he should be here."

"Yes," Morrow said. "He should be."

The fog had risen slightly. It was at mid-shin now, still slow, still circling.
Greaves could feel its cold from where he stood. It was sharp and dry, unlike
the damp chill of the chamber air.

Then from inside the crack, in the dark beyond the turn, Aldiss began
counting again.

Greaves heard it clearly: low, even, the same murmur as before. But the
numbers were wrong. Not wrong in sequence. The voice had his cadence
without the small hesitations that usually belonged to thought.

Sixty-one. Sixty-one. Sixty-one.

Then Aldiss made a sound that was not counting.

A sound that started as his name and didn't finish as speech, the shape of
a sentence with the meaning removed. It came once and then it did not
come again.

Morrow took a step toward the crack.

Greaves caught his arm. "Don't."

"He's in there."

"I know."

"We can't just-"

"Listen," Greaves said.

The dripping had stopped again. The low sound from the floor had
stopped. The chamber had gone still. Not quiet. Still.
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The fog at Morrow's feet swirled once, a single anticlockwise turn, and
steadied.

Morrow pulled his arm free and went into the crack.

Part Four: The Reach

Greaves waited with the lamp.

He counted. He got to one hundred and forty and stopped counting and
started again. He kept the lamp at arm's length, watching the fog. It had not
risen further. It moved in its slow circulations and the light caught the green
in it and the green was not a reflection of the flame.

The temperature in the chamber shifted.

Warm again, suddenly, the close wet warmth of the sealed space, the
same air pressure as before. Greaves felt it on his face and hands and
understood immediately that this was wrong, because the warmth had been
gone since he found the fog, the cold had replaced it, and nothing in the
geology explained the reversal.

The cold had come with the fog. Now the warmth was back.

He looked at the floor. The fog was thinner. Not gone, but thinner, the
circulations slower. It was retreating, drawing back from the chamber.

From the crack, nothing.

He thought about Morrow's face when he came out: unhurt, calm, eyes
fixed on the fog instead of Greaves.

The way he had not asked about the oil lamp.

Greaves had laughed at the lamp in the van. Morrow had laughed with
him. An easy exchange, the contempt of a practical man for an impractical
one. Old friends could be cruel that easily.
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Morrow had not mentioned it. He had not said: good thing you brought
that. He had said: the lockbox is in there.

Greaves stood up.

He crossed to the stairway. He stopped at the bottom step.

From somewhere behind him, from the stairway above, came a sound.

Sixty-one.

Aldiss's voice. Low, even, the same murmur as before. From the gallery.
From above the twelve steps Greaves had not yet climbed.

He looked at the crack. Then at the stairway.

He knew enough now. It went where it was going. It used what it found.

He looked at the stairway. Twelve steps. The gallery above, the tunnel,
the gate, the lane, the van.

The pack was on the floor of the chamber where he had left it. The van
keys were in the pack's outer pocket. The fog had retreated from most of the
floor but not all of it: a thin green residue still pooled around the pack's
base, slow and circling.

Calder had come back without his lamp and without his notebook.
Greaves had wondered, reading it, why a careful man left his notebook
behind. You left what you had set down. You did not reach back into the
dark for it.

He crouched, keeping his boots on the lowest step, and unzipped the
outer pocket and reached in with two fingers and found the keys by shape.

The fog touched the back of his hand. Once, briefly. Deliberate and then
withdrawn.

He took the keys and went up the twelve steps without stopping.

He went up the main gallery at a pace that was not running but was not
walking either, the lamp held high, the pick marks strobing past him. He
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turned right at the junction. He went up the tunnel. He went through the
gate.

Outside, the afternoon light was ordinary. The van was on the lane thirty
metres below.

He sat on the hillside with the lamp still burning and did not go back. He
had come to stop Morrow going in alone. He had waited at the exit. Aldiss
had counted for both of them.

Part Five: The Road

He drove to the village and sat in the car park of the Green Man for twenty
minutes before going inside. He ordered something and did not drink it.
The barmaid asked if he was all right. He said he was fine. She looked at him,
then went to the other end of the bar.

He thought about what he would tell the constable. The padlock, the
crack, the fog, Aldiss counting from the wrong place. Put in order, it
sounded worse.

He thought about the lockbox.

Morrow had said: we got it open. He had said: it was empty. He had not
said what kind of empty it was.

Greaves put his hands flat on the table. His hands were steady. They had
been steady since the chamber, since the match, since the lamp. He looked
at them.

Then he noticed the smell.

It was faint. He had put it down to stone dust, to old enclosed air. But
this was coastal. Underground had no business smelling like that.

He lifted his hands from the table.

On his right palm: a smear the colour of the fog, the size of a contact,
faint and green.
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His notebook was still in the pack. He had not reached for it.

Two fingers in the outer pocket. Keys only. Less than a second.

He sat very still.

Outside, the hills to the east were dark already. The coast was twenty
kilometres west. It should not have reached him here.

He looked at the door of the pub. He looked at the window. The other
people in the room, their ordinary faces, their glasses.

He put his hand in his pocket.

He thought about Calder's report: no lamp, no notebook. He had
wondered why a careful man left his notebook behind. He had his answer
now.

He kept his hand in his pocket until the barmaid came to clear the glass.

By then the mark had warmed.

It did not feel like his heat.

End
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The Ascent

I am writing this down because Dr. Fenwick asked me to document
everything, and because documentation is what I know how to do. I was his
student for two years before I became his assistant. I know how to record,
how to measure, how to transcribe a man's words without adding my own.
That is what I will try to do here.

I will not always succeed.

The morning of the ascent, Fenwick was already in the field when I
arrived at half past five. He was standing at the edge of the envelope,
checking the seams by hand, pressing his palms flat against the fabric and
moving them in slow overlapping circles. The balloon was still deflated,
pooled around the basket like a collapsed lung.

"Mira," he said, without looking up. "Humidity?"

I checked the instrument board on the folding table. "Sixty-one percent.
Down from yesterday."
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"Good. Wind?"

"Three knots, south-southwest."

"Good." He pressed another seam. "That will change by nine."

He was always right about that sort of thing. Twenty-three years of
coastal measurement gave him that. The instrument board was his own
construction: salvaged barometers, a rebuilt anemometer, a hygrometer he
had repaired twice with parts from a clock. He trusted it more than any
university equipment had ever trusted him.

I had come to him the previous autumn. His name was on a paper I had
read three times without fully understanding. The paper had been rejected
twice before publication. The second rejection had been on grounds of
methodological overreach: the reviewers said he was describing a
phenomenon as intelligent that was merely anomalous. He had included the
rejection letters in the same box as the notebooks. I do not know if that was
deliberate. When I told him this at our first meeting he looked at me across
the folding table in his rented cottage and said: "What part did you not
understand."

"The part about retrograde convection columns."

"No one understands that part," he said. "I wrote it while I was still trying
to understand it myself. Sit down."

By January I had stopped asking him questions at the end of the working
day. He thought better in silence. So, I had discovered, did I.

Part One: The Anomaly

The phenomenon he had been documenting for seven years was the green
fog.
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He did not call it that. The local name did not interest him, or he said it
did not. He called it the CCFA: the Coastal Chromatic Fog Anomaly. He
insisted on the term with more precision than the evidence required.

The fog appeared consistently on the coastal strip between Salthouse and
Weybourne, distinguishable from standard sea fog by its spectral albedo
profile: the green component of reflected light deviated by between
thirty-eight and forty-four percent from expected values. That much he was
confident in.

What he was less confident in: the fog responded to pressure changes in
the opposite direction from what fluid dynamics predicted. He called this
the inversion pressure differential. The abbreviation in the notebooks was
IPD. In the margins, sometimes, in pencil: retrograde?

I had read his notebooks. He had given them to me himself. He said it
was because I would need the background for the fieldwork. I think he also
said it because there was no one else to give them to.

Part Two: The Balloon

The idea of the balloon had come from the IPD observations.

If the fog was behaving as an inversion layer, he reasoned, then it had an
upper surface. Standard fog dispersed laterally and vertically with no
coherent ceiling. But the CCFA, his data suggested, had one. Something
was capping it. He wanted to know what was above.

He had tried drones. The first vanished at forty-three metres: signal cut,
never returned. The second was returned. It came back up at the wrong
angle and landed a quarter mile inland. Its footage showed forty-seven
seconds of green and then static.

After the second drone he had started talking about the balloon.

The basket was a standard meteorological platform, rated to three
hundred kilograms, equipped with his rebuilt instrument board and a
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camera array and a radio transmitter. The burner was borrowed from a man
in Holt who had once run tourist flights and still had the equipment. The
gas was his own money: the last of the grant that had been meant for the
autumn survey.

I had not asked him not to go up. I had thought about it. I had made a
list of fourteen things that could go wrong and kept it in my head. Writing
them down would have made the list harder to ignore. The list had fourteen
items on it. I had not shared it with him.

He had not asked for my opinion. This was not coldness. It was the same
thing as giving me the notebooks: he communicated in the assumption that
the other person was competent. What I thought was implicit in whether I
remained in the field with him.

I remained.

Part Three: The Ascent

We inflated the envelope over two hours. By seven-thirty it stood full above
the basket, straining at the tether lines, and the morning light came low
across the fields and the colour of the fabric, which was orange, was very
bright against the grey of the coast.

The fog lay at the edge of the field. Its edge had become very straight. I
had noticed this over seven months: it did not advance into open farmland.
It stayed at the margin, between the last of the grass and the beginning of the
shingle. Fenwick had noticed it too. In the notebooks he called it the littoral
constraint. He had not explained it to his own satisfaction.

He ran through the instrument checks. I called them back to him from
the board. Barometer, altimeter, the thermistors, the camera array. He
checked the radio twice. He was wearing his field jacket and the wool cap he
wore in all weathers and he had his largest notebook in his inside pocket,
which was where he always kept it.
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"Wind is shifting," he said.

I checked. "Northeast now. Four knots."

"It will shift back." He looked at the fog. "I want to be over the main
body before nine. The thermal gradient is most stable before nine."

"What am I watching for."

"The altimeter on the board here will track my altitude in real time. If I
stop ascending at a consistent rate, note the altitude and the time. If I stop
transmitting, note the time. If I stop transmitting for more than four
minutes, mark the interval. Do not touch the board."

I looked at him.

"Four minutes," I said.

"I'll be back in contact by then. Atmospheric interference is common at
the upper boundary. I want the board running whatever happens."

I did not ask what I should do if I was still packing equipment after ten
minutes. Fifteen. An hour.

He had not included that in the instructions. I decided this meant he did
not think it would happen.

I held the main tether while he climbed into the basket. He checked the
instruments again from inside, called me the readings, I confirmed them. He
adjusted the camera array by hand, tilting each unit two degrees, which he
had calculated was the angle needed to capture the upper boundary as he
crossed it.

"Ready," he said.

"Ready," I said.

He released the ballast. The balloon lifted, not dramatically but with a
kind of authority, as if it had been waiting patiently for the moment and was
now simply getting on with it. I let the tether out through my hands. Fifty
metres. A hundred. He was already over the margin of the field, moving



THE GREEN FOG COAST · COLLECTION I

304

toward the fog, the orange of the envelope still very bright in the low
morning light.

He called down his readings as he went. His voice was clear on the
handheld receiver, the same voice he used for everything, level and specific.

"Altitude one hundred ten metres. Temperature seven point three.
Humidity up, now sixty-eight. The fog surface is below me. I can see the
upper boundary. It is not what I expected."

"What did you expect," I said.

The radio stayed clear. Fenwick was silent for three seconds.

"I expected dispersion at the margin. Cloud thins at its edge. This
doesn't. The boundary is sharp. Very sharp, Mira. Like a cut."

"What does it look like."

"Like the surface of water," he said. "If you were looking at it from
underneath."

I wrote this in my notebook. I always wrote what he said, in the field. It
was the habit he had trained into me. Record first. Understand later.

"I am descending to make contact with the surface. I want a direct
spectral reading. The sensors need to be within five metres."

"You said you were staying above it."

"I said I was staying above the main body. I am above the main body. I
want a surface reading."

I knew better than to argue methodology with him. He had twenty-three
years of it and I had two. Instead I said: "At what altitude is the surface."

"Eighty-one metres. It is consistent. I can see it extending in both
directions along the coast. No variation in height. Mira, this is remarkable.
The surface has no gradient at all. It is perfectly horizontal."

"That would suggest."
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"Yes," he said. "That would suggest the IPD is not a pressure differential.
It is a boundary condition. It is the fog maintaining its own ceiling against
an external pressure we have not identified. Get the spare notebook from
the equipment case. I am going to revise the framework entirely."

I got it. I had my pen ready.

"Altitude seventy-five metres. I am approaching the surface. The colour
at this range is." He was silent long enough that I checked the receiver. "The
colour is extraordinary. I have been looking at this phenomenon for seven
years and I have never been directly above it. The green is not uniform.
There are structures in it. Organised structures, like a pattern."

"What kind of pattern."

"Like geography," he said. "From above. Like looking down at land."

The signal broke up. I checked the altimeter on the board. He had
descended to sixty-nine metres and then stopped. The needle held steady.

"Dr. Fenwick."

Static.

"Dr. Fenwick, your altimeter is showing sixty-nine metres. Are you in
contact with the surface."

The static resolved. His voice came back clear.

"Not yet. Five metres above. The sensors are reading. Mira, the spectral
deviation is not forty percent. At this range it is reading at ninety-one
percent. That is not possible for water vapour suspension, and it rules out
every known atmospheric medium."

"What does that mean."

"I don't know what that means." His voice stayed level, a factual
acknowledgment. "I'm going to take the manual reading as well. One
moment."

The altimeter held at sixty-nine metres.
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I watched it.

It held.

He went quiet. I knew that silence by then: he was looking at something
and withholding language until he trusted it. I had learned to wait in that
silence. I waited.

"The structures," he said.

"Yes."

"They're not static. I thought they were static from altitude. They're
moving. They're organised movement, Mira. Not convection, not thermal
circulation. Something that has." He stopped.

"Has what."

Five seconds passed. When he spoke again his voice was different in a way
I cannot accurately describe. Quieter but not smaller. As if he had moved
the receiver farther from his mouth.

"Something that has purpose," he said.

I wrote it down.

The altimeter needle moved. Not upward. Downward. Sixty-eight
metres. Sixty-seven.

"Dr. Fenwick, you are descending."

"I have not adjusted the burner."

"Are you ballasting."

"No."

Sixty-five metres. Sixty-four.

"The fog is rising," he said. "Not the balloon descending. The surface is
coming up. I can see it. It is." A pause. "The rate of ascent is approximately
one metre per second. That is not consistent with any thermal pattern I have
recorded. The surface is perfectly stable and it is rising at a constant rate."
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"Can you ascend. Can you fire the burner."

"I am firing the burner." His voice was still level. This was the thing about
Fenwick: he was calm under data he did not understand. He was only
agitated when the instruments were malfunctioning and the data could not
be trusted. The data he could trust. It was only the interpretation that
frightened him, and he was very good at postponing that. "I am ascending at
two metres per second. The fog surface is ascending at." A pause. "At two
metres per second."

"It's matching you."

"Yes."

Sixty metres on my altimeter board. His balloon should have been at
sixty-three by now. It was still at sixty.

"Dr. Fenwick, there is a discrepancy. My board shows you at sixty metres
but your rate and the surface rate."

"My altimeter shows sixty-three," he said. "There is a three-metre gap
between the board and my reading."

We had not had a calibration error of that kind before. I looked at the
board. All the other sensors were reading clean.

"I am going to maximum burn," he said. "I want to try to outrun the
surface rate."

The altimeter on my board climbed. Sixty-two. Sixty-five. Sixty-eight.

"Surface is still matching," he said. "Mira, I am at full burn and the gap is
not increasing. The surface is at sixty-five metres on my altimeter. I am at
sixty-eight. Three-metre gap. It is not closing but it is not opening."

"How much gas do you have."

I heard him move the receiver while he checked.

"Forty minutes at current rate," he said. "Possibly less."

"You need to come down."
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"If I descend I close the gap."

"You need to come down, Dr. Fenwick."

The silence went on for four seconds. I counted them.

"Yes," he said. "You are right. I am going to try to maneuver laterally first.
If I can move inland far enough the surface may not follow. Its littoral
constraint may operate in reverse. I am turning the burner."

I watched the altimeter. It stopped climbing. Sixty-eight metres.

"I am moving inland," he said. "The surface is still at sixty-five. I can see it
below me. It is." He stopped.

"What."

"It is not following laterally. The edge of the surface is at the littoral
margin. The same margin as the ground level boundary. It is not crossing it.
But it is still rising."

"How far are you inland."

"Three hundred metres by my compass. Over farmland. But the surface
below me has not ended. The ground margin and the upper margin do not
align."

"Then you can descend."

"If I descend inside the boundary I will be within the surface range before
I reach the ground."

I understood this. The fog surface was still rising. If he descended at any
rate slower than the surface was rising, it would reach him before he reached
the ground. He needed to be outside the littoral margin to descend safely.

"Lateral speed," I said.

"Insufficient. The wind has dropped. I am barely moving. One knot."

"Can you vent gas. Drop fast enough to pass through before it."
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"The balloon is not rated for that descent rate. And I am not certain
passing through is safe."

It was the first time I had heard him use that word in the field. Not in
relation to himself.

I looked at the altimeter board. He was at sixty-eight metres. The surface,
if it was still rising at any of the rates he had reported, was already above the
number on my board. I did not have a reading for the surface. I had only his
voice.

"Dr. Fenwick," I said. "What can you see."

He did not answer at once.

"The pattern," he said. "The pattern in the surface. From here I can see it
clearly. It is not geography. I said it looked like geography. That was wrong.
It looks like." He stopped again. This stop was different from the thinking
stops. Longer. "It looks like a map," he said. "Of a place that should not exist.
There are features. Consistent, defined features. Mountains, Mira. There
are mountains in it. In the surface. Ranges. I can see the shadow of them
from above."

"That is not possible."

"No," he agreed. "It is not." His voice did not change. "The surface is at
sixty-six metres on my altimeter. I am at sixty-eight. The gap is closing. Two
metres."

"Dr. Fenwick."

"One thing," he said. "The standard model is wrong. They were wrong
about that. No temperature increase above the surface. No gradient at all.
The boundary is holding without atmospheric support. Mira, this is not
weather. It is something else. I want you to write that down."

"I have it."

"Good. Surface at sixty-seven. One metre gap. Mira."
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"Yes."

"The pattern has changed."

"Changed how."

"It has made room."

"I am going to try to vent. Even if it is too fast. I would rather."

The signal broke. As if the receiver had been set down gently on a table
by someone with time to spare.

I called his name. I called it three times, then four, then I stopped
counting. The altimeter on the board showed sixty-eight metres and then it
showed nothing. Not zero. Nothing. The needle dropped off the gauge
entirely, swung to a position below the lowest marked number and stopped
there.

I stood in the field with the receiver in my hand.

Part Four: The Return

At eight forty-seven, by my watch, the balloon came down.

It came from the direction of the coast, though he had last reported from
inland, moving with a wind I could not feel on the ground, coming in low
over the shingle and then rising briefly as it crossed the field margin and then
settling. The envelope was fully inflated. The burner was cold. The basket
landed twenty metres from the instrument table with a sound that was less
than I expected: a dull knock, the rasp of wicker on grass, and then nothing.

I walked to it.

The instruments were intact. The camera array was intact. His notebook
was in the inside pocket of his field jacket, which was folded over the edge of
the basket with the same care he always folded things. His wool cap was on
top of the jacket. His pencil was tucked into the fold of it, where he kept it
when both hands were full.
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The altimeter in the basket read minus sixty-eight metres.

I stood there for some time.

Then I did what he had trained me to do. I retrieved the camera cards. I
checked the instrument logs. I recorded the time and the wind direction and
the humidity and the state of the equipment. I wrote down the altitude at
which contact had been lost. I wrote down everything he had said, working
backwards from memory and forwards from my notes, filling the gaps as
accurately as I could.

The camera cards showed one hundred and fourteen minutes of footage.
The first forty minutes showed the ascent, the field receding, the coast line
and the fog below. Then the fog surface, close, green, with the structures he
had described: organised, patterned, consistent. The camera was angled
correctly to capture it. He had calibrated it at exactly the right angle.

The twelve minutes between were unreadable. I have not found a better
word.

For the last sixty-two minutes the cards showed the surface of the fog
from below.

So the basket had gone through.

I have watched the footage once.

There are mountains in it. The camera recorded them. Ranges,
consistent and defined, lit by a light that does not match any angle the sun
could have occupied at that hour. The valleys between them are in deep
shadow. The peaks are in a light that is green and clear and very still.

At the forty-seventh minute of the interior footage, for eleven seconds,
there is a figure on one of the ridges.

It is too far from the camera to resolve. It is the approximate size and
shape of a standing person. It does not move for eight of the eleven seconds.
In the last three seconds it turns, or something changes about its orientation,
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and then the camera angle shifts slightly as the balloon moves and the ridge
is no longer in frame.

I said ridge because that is what it looked like the first time. I have since
paused the frame and enlarged it and I do not think it is a ridge. The line is
too regular. It has breaks at intervals, like a road seen from high above, or a
wall. Behind the figure the green light falls on shapes that repeat with the
spacing of houses.

On the nearest slope, something bright moved once under the surface,
neither animal nor vehicle, a small moving point, white against the green,
following the line toward the figure.

I have not watched the footage a second time.

I filed a missing persons report with the coastal constabulary the
following morning. The officer who took the report asked me to describe
the circumstances. I described them. He wrote some of it down. He asked if
I had any reason to believe Dr. Fenwick had intended to leave the area. I said
no. I did not say that leaving the area was not the problem. He said they
would make enquiries.

I have heard nothing since.

His notebooks are in the cottage in their boxes. The instrument board is
in the field, still running, because I do not know who has the authority to
shut it down. The barograph in the front room has not been wound since he
left and it stopped recording on the fourth day.

I go to the field each morning. I am not certain why. There is nothing to
measure that the board cannot measure without me. But I go, and I stand at
the margin, and I look at the fog.

It is always at the margin. It does not advance. The littoral constraint
holds, the same as it always has.

I have been trying to write a term for what I saw on the camera. Not the
mountains, not the figure. The quality of the light inside the fog: green,
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clear, very still. A light with no apparent source and no apparent decay,
maintaining itself without any of the gradients that light requires.

He would have had a term for it. A precise one, formal enough to appear
in print. He was very good at that. Making a word that could hold its shape.

I have tried eight terms. None of them are right. None of them are close.

I still have the spare notebook. The pages are empty.

Each morning I bring it one step closer to the margin. I have not counted
the steps. I have not counted the mornings.
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